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INTRODUCTION

I, for one, wish I’d had a copy of 10,000 Tips when I got married, when I was decorating my house and when I was having a baby. Not to mention when my kids started school and that time when someone backed into my car. Because what this book contains is a compendium of helpful tips that apply to all areas of our lives, from (quite literally) the cradle to the grave. Many of the tips are useful on a daily basis, others every once in a while and some only in the event of an emergency – in which case, you will be even more pleased that you’ve got this book to hand.

10,000 Tips is divided into ten straightforward chapters: Home & Garden, Friends & Family, Beauty & Wellbeing, Health & Fitness, Work & Education, Holidays & Travel, Food & Drink, You & Your Money, Fun & Games and Four Wheels & Two. So there is something here for everyone, whatever your stage of life, your hobbies and interests, or your responsibilities. Within each chapter we have given a whole host of expert tips, from the absolutely vital to the incredibly useful, via the amusing, the remarkable and the quite unexpected. In all, we have covered 1,000 different topics that will help you save money and spend your cash wisely, learn new skills and polish up existing talents, keep safe, get healthy and go green – among many other things. From walking in high heels to getting a flight upgrade, dealing with a bike puncture to making a fancy dress outfit, it is all here, right at your fingertips. In short, this book is a one-stop, go-to reference book that no home should be without. But be warned: it could become highly addictive!

KATHERINE SORRELL


HOME & GARDEN
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Moved into a new house or in the midst of renovating an old one? Want to pep up your patio or plant out a vegetable plot? From choosing colours for your living room to redesigning your garden, you’ll find all sorts of tips to help with home life here.

 


    PLAN A ROOM

    
	Plan your room with its end purpose in mind. Whether you’re designing from scratch or doing a quick overhaul, think about absolutely everything according to how you are going to be using the room – from the big picture to the smallest detail. If you get a plug socket in the wrong place, trailing wires could cause you irritation for the next ten years.

	A case for professional help? Architects and interior designers seem expensive, but if your project is large-scale they will almost certainly be cost-effective in terms of managing budget and builders. They may even save you money. What’s more, they’re worth their weight in gold when it comes to ingenious ideas that you might not have thought of.

	Budget, budget and budget again. Get it right and everyone will be happy; get it wrong and it’s a recipe for disaster. There is no point in being too optimistic. If you can decide on every tiny detail in advance, there’s less chance that things will need changing halfway through. This is a major cause of over-spending. The other is unforeseen problems. They can only be catered for by allowing at least an additional ten per cent.

	Limited budget? Don’t despair. Always spend money where it really matters and save on less important areas. You could always make do with minimal furnishings for a while, or scour second-hand shops for vintage finds.

	What are the major considerations? First, measure the room and, as accurately as you can, draw a plan of it (graph paper makes this easier), marking in existing windows, doors, built-in cupboards, radiators, plug sockets, light fittings and so on. Do you need to move a wall or radiator, enlarge a window, hang the door the other way around or add some extra plug sockets? In bathrooms and kitchens, work out where the existing pipework is and whether that needs to be altered.

	Consider room size, shape and architectural style. How will these affect the way you decorate? Are there special challenges, such as lack of space, or is there a particular original feature that you have to work around?

	Decide where your furniture will go. Sketch the approximate shapes of your furniture onto a separate sheet of paper (the same scale as before), as if you were looking at them from above. Cut them out.

	Place the furniture cut-outs on your master plan and assess how well they fit in to the available space. Move them around as necessary. Allow adequate room for movement between and around them. Eventually, everything will fall into place and – bingo! – you’ve got the basics of a functional and comfortable room.

	Investigate local planning regulations. Ensure that work you’re contemplating won’t contravene local planning or building laws/regulations. Check with the relevant authority if you are in any doubt.

	Use your DIY skills. If you have the proper tools, equipment and know-how you can save money by doing all the work yourself. It’s both satisfying and economical. However, it’s important to know your own limits and always keep safety in mind. Leave specialist work to the professionals.

    


    MAKE A MARVELLOUS MOOD BOARD

    
	Ask retailers for samples of your favourite fabrics, wallpapers, carpet and tiles.

	Cut out picturesa of flooring, furniture, light fittings and accessories from magazines and brochures.

	Choose paint colours by clipping from magazines, using colour chips from paint manufacturers or by mixing your own.

	Use a large piece of stiff cardboard for the mood board – a neutral colour works best – and some glue. Now for some fun!

	Arrange all your elements on the mood board, but don’t stick them down yet.

	Keep samples roughly in proportion to their real-life size, so that a curtain-fabric swatch is much larger than a cushion. Reduce or enlarge images on a photocopier.

	Place swatches and images according to their position in the real room – flooring at the bottom, curtain fabrics near the top, furnishings in the middle.

	Assess the overall look and rearrange the elements as necessary. If things look crowded or empty, remove or add elements.

	Think about combinations. Do you have a nice mix of colours and patterns? Is there a variety of textures? What about the scale of furnishings? Do they sit well together?

	Stick down everything once you’re happy with the overall effect. Repeat the process for every room you’re planning.

        


    GET CLEVER WITH COLOUR

    
	Think about which colours you are naturally drawn to and which will go with your existing furnishings.

	Select colours that set a style. Historic colours are lovely in an older house, while ‘retro’ colours work well with vintage finds. Bolder, contemporary shades look great with modern furnishings.

	You can’t go wrong with neutrals – they’re the ‘little black dresses’ of interior design – good-looking for all occasions.

	Search for interesting colour combinations. Be inspired by colours in your garden, in books or magazines, or in paint manufacturers’ brochures.

	Paint a room entirely white to make it seem bigger and brighter.

	Think about ‘warm’ and ‘cool’ colours. Blues/greens are ‘cool’, ideal for ‘enlarging’ small rooms. Reds/yellows are ‘warm’ – great for making large rooms cosy.

	If you want to use a bold colour, beware of it being too overpowering. Try painting just one wall.

	Establish a visual link from room to room. Use a gentle range of colours: start with a very pale colour in a narrow hallway, with slightly darker hues in a living room and a warm tone in a dining room.

	Think about ‘practical’ colours. A darkish colour is best for a busy room that gets a lot of wear and tear; reserve paler colours for less-used upstairs rooms.

	Colour can affect the way you feel. In a bedroom avoid bright, lively colours in favour of soft, ‘restful’ shades.

    


    TOOL KIT ESSENTIALS

    
        	Screwdriver

        	Spanner

        	Pliers

        	Hammer

        	Scraper

        	Chisel

        	Saw

        	Knife

        	Tape measure

        	Spirit level

    


    USE PATTERN PERFECTLY

    
        	Choose a single-patterned fabric or wallpaper and team it with plain colours.

        	Combine a busy pattern with simple stripes, checks or spots for a jazzy look.

        	Mix and match a variety of patterns. Tricky, but it can be very effective, too, provided the colours tone in.

        	Same colour, different pattern? Get a unified look by matching the same colours in different patterns precisely.

        	Think about scale. Don’t put a large-scale pattern next to a small-scale one.

        	Look at pattern size. Big patterns work in large rooms; small in small spaces.

        	Steer clear of pattern/style clashes. Georgian floral doesn’t go with a sixties abstract, even if the colours do coordinate.

        	Use pattern in small areas to add interest: a feature wall or a set of cushions.

        	Steal ideas! Manufacturers’ wallpaper/fabric books show how to mix and match.

        	Use small swatches to experiment with different ideas. Your patterns will eventually fall into perfect place!

    

    
DECIDE ON A DECORATING STYLE

	Think about your own style! Sassy modern minx or a die-hard traditionalist?

	List your decorative likes and dislikes. What do you really love and really loathe?

	Find inspiration anywhere and everywhere: in friends’ homes, restaurants, hotels, shops, on TV and in films.

	Put together a scrapbook of images clipped from magazines.

	What’s your home’s architectural style? You can emphasize or disguise it in your decorating.

	Use a historic or generic ‘look’ – such as Art Deco, English country house or mid-century modern.

	Use a key object to develop a style: a rug, a painting, a chair or a vase.

	Make sketches or a mood board to work out how your style will pull together.

	Concentrate on atmosphere. Don’t get hung up on recreating a style down to the very last detail.

	Be individual. Don’t feel you have to follow fashion or other people’s taste.


PICK THE PERFECT PAINT

	Confused by huge colour charts? They usually vary in colour from left to right, but in shade from top to bottom.

	Avoid nasty colour clashes by choosing shades from the same colour ‘family’.

	Buy tester pots so you can experiment with the colours at home.

	Choose colour tones according to what you are decorating. Pick darker tones for woodwork; lighter ones for walls.

	Test the result on white cards. Paint two coats. The bigger the area of paint, the more intense the colour. Stick the painted cards up on each wall.

	Live with your colour cards first. You may love or hate a particular colour immediately. Or you may have to live with it for a while before you can decide.

	Observe your colour cards at different times of day, with lights on and off.

	Paint finishes are an important consideration. High gloss, soft sheen or ultra matt? Choose paint texture with as much care as you choose colours.

	The shinier the finish, the paler the colour will appear – you may need to compensate by choosing a darker shade.

	Get paint specifically mixed if you’re in love with a particular colour (say of your favourite dress) and want to copy it.


WONDERFUL WINDOW TREATMENTS

	To let maximum light into your room, hang curtains, blinds or shutters so that, when open, they don’t obscure the window.

	Full, thick curtains and long blinds need more stack-back space than thinner, shorter ones.

	To make a fabulous feature of your window, select an eye-catching colour or pattern for your curtain/blind and go to town on the style of arrangement.

	Choose short curtains to go over radiators or windowseats, on stairways or at kitchen-sink windows; otherwise, floor-length is more fashionable.

	Pick a curtain-hanging style to suit your room. Pencil, goblet and box pleats are all worth considering.

	Show off a curtain pole – plain wood or curly wrought iron, sleek steel or traditional brass with ornate finials. Or go for a minimalist track or tensioned wire.

	Consider unusual fabrics such as blanket, tweed, fleece, mohair, canvas, a sari, vintage embroidery or a chintz quilt.

	Need an inexpensive solution? Roller blinds are cheapest, but can look severe. Roman blinds pull up into lovely soft folds for a chic effect.

	Want to block out sound and light, insulate and add extra security? Install wooden shutters: Shaker-style or American with tilting louvres are great choices.

	Apply stick-on window film for cheap privacy. Choose plain or patterned.


BRING LIGHT INTO YOUR LIFE

	Masses of mirrors

	Extra light fixtures

	Bright lightbulbs

	Transparent furniture

	Glass doors

	Large windows

	Skylights

	Glass walls

	Bright white paint

	A glass floor!


LIGHTING SCHEMES WITH VA VA VOOM

	Design your desired lighting scheme when you are planning room use and furniture position.

	Think about lighting effects. Decide where you want the light to be, how much you need at different times of day and what lighting atmosphere (dark and moody or efficient and bright) you want.

	Better lighting on a budget? Plug in extra table or floor lamps in dark corners.

	Plan for light to come from a variety of sources and directions. Designers talk about ‘layering’ for function and interest.

	You’ll need a combination of four types of light: good overall light for general activities, bright ‘task’ lights for reading, accent lights to illuminate features and atmospheric lighting to set a mood.

	Think about different fittings. Browse retailers for downlights, spotlights, track lights, uplighters, wall-washers, floor or table lamps and shelf or display lighting.

	Install two or more lighting circuits in one room. Then you can have one or more sets of lights on at any particular time.

	Change all light switches to dimmer switches. Check bulbs are dimmable for quick and easy lighting improvement.

	Change your bulbs. Brighter, softer or coloured bulbs will make a big difference and are a cheap way of upgrading.

	Don’t forget about the most beautiful, elemental forms of additional light: candlelight and firelight.


DECLUTTER WITHOUT TEARS

	Give yourself a deadline to declutter your chosen areas by – and stick to it.

	Set aside time for sorting through stuff: ten minutes a day or one room a week.

	Make decluttering fun by blasting out your favourite music while you work – and promise yourself a reward when it’s over (a bar of chocolate or a trip to the movies?).

	Mark up six bags/boxes: rubbish, recycling, giving away, mending, to do and moving elsewhere.

	Assign a ‘not sure’ container. Don’t be tempted to put too much into it, though.

	Sort your stuff into the marked-up boxes or pop it back into its rightful place.

	Deal with the boxes before you get used to having them around and they turn into yet more clutter.

	Create storage that really works for you and your belongings – and use it!

	Designate a specific place or corner where ‘pending’ clutter can be kept out of the way and sort it out at regular intervals.

	If you tidy up as you go along you won’t be stuck with lots of decluttering – encourage your family to do the same.


CREATE SUPER STORAGE

	A good storage target is about ten to 20 per cent of each room.

	Don’t store heavy items higher than shoulder height or lower than knee height.

	If you’re short of space choose bespoke built-in cupboards that happily fit into an awkward corner or go up to the ceiling.

	Stacking boxes look great and save space – but don’t put things you often need in the bottom-most boxes.

	Ready-made storage gives greater flexibility. Whether it’s an antique apothecary’s chest or a woven-willow log basket, there’s a free-standing storage option to suit you.

	Wash and re-use jam jars, plastic tubs and pots for storing small toys.

	Store rarely used possessions in attics, basements, sheds or on cupboard tops.

	Don’t store too much on open shelves unless you can keep them clean and tidy.

	Look for multi-functional furnishings doubling as storage: tables or beds with drawers, lidded bench seats, basins and baths with built-in drawers or cupboards.

	Office, catering, retail and industrial fixtures and fittings are sturdy and capacious. If they don’t suit your decorative theme, they may be ideal for a home office.


DESIGN DELIGHTFUL DISPLAYS

	Plan displays at the same time as planning colours, fabrics, furnishings and lighting in the rest of the room – so that they coordinate.

	When grouping objects together, stand back in order to get an overview of the effect. Rearrange as necessary.

	In a formal room, a symmetrical display of traditional objects may work best.

	In an informal room, choose randomly arranged natural objects.

	Match object size to the display area – a tiny vase is best suited to a small ledge rather than a large shelf, for example.

	Large objects need space around them to ‘breathe’ or they look cramped.

	Mass a small group of similar objects together for instant effect.

	Easy mantelpiece display? Pop a pair of identical objects at either end (candlesticks, vases or antique ‘fire dogs’).

	Range three or more objects in order, perhaps the smallest to the tallest, palest to darkest, smoothest to roughest and so on. Or why not opt for a group, putting the smallest pieces in front, largest at the back?

	Improve your display with lighting. Try spotlights, uplights and downlights and specialist lit shelf/cabinet fittings.


MAKE OPEN-PLAN WORK

	Introduce hints of colour, pattern or texture onto one wall to add a little bit of character, interest and drama.

	Choose the same paint colour all the way through for an unbroken look and to emphasize space. Or create ‘zoned’ areas by varying their colour.

	Use lighting to delineate different areas and illuminate distinct sections.

	When it comes to flooring, run the same material throughout the space for a flowing look or choose a variety of flooring types to differentiate between areas.

	Include flexible division for truly flexible living. Folding doors, moveable screens or ceiling-mounted panels work well.

	To blend the kitchen and living areas seamlessly, continue kitchen unit styles into adjacent areas for storage, choosing a design that will suit, for example, both a TV stand and a cutlery drawer.

	Install a decent extractor fan to avoid drifting smells percolating different areas.

	With fewer walls there’s less wall space for storage. Use some tall, open shelving to double as a room-divider. Mount a flat-screen TV on a media wall with storage for DVDs concealed behind.

	Look for larger-than-average furnishings and light fittings and bear in mind that they must look good from all angles, not just from the front.

	Create cosy sitting areas with two sofas facing and tables and lamps behind.


MAKE ROOM FOR GUESTS

	Sort your spare room. Put clutter in a shed, under the stairs or under your bed.

	Add a bedside table and space to hang or fold away a few clothes to make a spare room comfy for your guests.

	If you don’t have a spare bedroom, buy a sofabed, folding bed or inflatable mattress. You could put up a screen to provide a little privacy in a shared space.

	Double up by providing bunk beds for children. Or acquire a truckle bed, which wheels out from under the main bed.

	Temporary clothes storage? You can buy special hooks and racks that simply hang over the back of a door.

	To accommodate extra diners, an extending table with leaves is ideal.

	Extra lightweight folding chairs can be stored out of the way when not in use.

	If you’re holding a party, clear the room of clutter first. Push large furnishings against the walls to maximize floor space.

	Make room in your fridge and kitchen cupboards for extra food and drink.

	Clear space in your hallway for extra coats and shoes.


COPE WITH TINY SPACES

	On a tight budget? A small room means less furniture but more available budget for each piece: a higher-quality look.

	Look for clever space-saving features – furniture on wheels, foldaway pieces and special compact furnishings.

	When floor space is precious, don’t overcrowd – minimize furnishings.

	Don’t overwhelm the space – avoid tall, bulky or busy-looking furnishings.

	Pale colours enhance a feeling of space.

	Choose furniture raised on legs to increase the visible floor area. This will make the room seem larger.

	Choose dual-purpose items such as a sofabed or storage seat.

	Search for see-through or reflective furniture to help increase visible space.

	Choose small-scale patterns on a pale, open background.

	Maximize light by minimizing window treatments and adding table and floor lamps.


DEAL WITH AWKWARD SPACES

	Sloping ceilings? Don’t even think about using the areas in the lowest points as living space. Instead, build in useful storage cupboards.

	Odd corners or alcoves that can’t be used are ideal for wall-to-wall shelving.

	In low-ceilinged rooms, choose correspondingly low furnishings.

	If your room is strangely shaped it may be hard to find conventional furniture to fit it. Your best bet? Go tailor-made so that you can use all the space.

	Curtains on poles may not be ideal if your windows are oddly shaped. Try ceiling-mounted tracks to bend around corners, bespoke blinds or swing-arm rods.

	Carpeting oddly shaped rooms may be pricey due to wastage during cutting. Save money by sanding and painting floorboards and piling on soft rugs.

	Very large rooms can be problematic. Purchase large-scale furnishings and big patterns that won’t be dwarfed by their environment. Group in cosy seating areas.

	An unused landing space can be kitted out with a small desk plus shelf above and used as an informal office.

	In a hallway, a slender console table and a shelf with hooks are ideal for storing coats, hats and keys. A bench with a hinged lid is great for keeping clutter out of sight and makes a useful seat, too.

	Landings are ideal places for slim bookshelves, fitted or free-standing.


PLAN THE ULTIMATE KITCHEN

	Consider your kitchen requirements. Who will use it? When and how?

	Count how many plug sockets you need and decide where to put them – you probably require more than you think, especially if you like to use a lot of gadgets.

	How much storage do you want? What type? Do you prefer solid or glass cupboard doors, or maybe open shelves?

	Think about unfitted elements, such as a dresser or butcher’s block. Would you prefer built-in or free-standing appliances?

	Choosing wooden work surfaces or flooring? Think hard first! Wood needs tender loving care to prevent marking and warping. Select from stainless steel, composite, stone or laminate worktops and rubber, cork, vinyl or lino for flooring.

	Likely to drop your crocks? Ceramic or stone flooring will be unkind to dropped breakables as well as being cold underfoot.

	What about ergonomics? Design a kitchen layout that makes it easy to get from fridge to sink, from cooker to worktops and from dishwasher to cupboards.

	An island unit is great for maximizing space, but it must be carefully positioned. It should be within one step of other worktops and not so deep that you are unable to reach across it.

	Provide an area for dumping shopping bags before unpacking and ensure that the rubbish bin is close to the chopping board.

	Avoid fashion fads and invest in a quality kitchen that will be comfortable and functional, standing the test of time.


DESIGN A BRILLIANT BATHROOM

	Consider your bathing requirements. Who will use the bathroom and how frequently? What fixtures would you like? How much space do you have available?

	Plan the bathroom to scale on graph paper, noting the positions of pipework, radiators, windows and doors. Leave elbow room around the basin and towelling room beside the bath/shower.

	For a small room a shower-bath may be better than separate bath/walk-in shower.

	Avoid moving existing pipework, if you can, to keep costs down.

	Invest in moving parts such as shower doors and taps, and save a bit of cash by selecting some economical options such as simple white ceramics.

	If you’re buying fittings from more than one source be wary – the whites may not match up exactly.

	Underfloor heating gives an efficient, overall heat while freeing up space against the walls – perhaps for a towel-warmer.

	Lighting is crucial for creating the right atmosphere: bright and efficient for a wake-up morning shower or subdued but relaxing for a leisurely evening bath.

	Don’t overlook your bathroom storage options. Hide all your fiddly bits and bobs in built-in vanity units, wall and floor cupboards, baskets and trolleys.

	Limit expensive tiles to small areas such as splashbacks, or combine with one-colour tiles to create borders or insets.


SUPER-COOL KIDS’ ROOMS

	For colour schemes that will suit fast-growing kids, keep walls, floors and furniture neutral; just change colourful accessories, such as rugs and blinds.

	Children need plenty of play-space. Arrange furniture at the edges of the room and consider buying raised sleeper beds.

	To pep up the walls attach a large magnetic board or paint a single wall with blackboard paint for easy scribbling.

	For added ceiling interest put up bunting, maps or delightful fairy lights.

	Make use of wooden floorboards by painting on paw prints, a race track or a giant game of snakes and ladders.

	Don’t go for carpets. Soft surfaces may spell disaster should spillages occur. Floors should be hard-wearing, non-slip, easy to clean and not too hard. Wooden or laminate boards plus a soft rug (plus anti-slip mat), vinyl, lino, cork or rubber are ideal.

	Storage is crucial. Most toys can be kept in plastic buckets or in colourful drawstring bags. Make sure shelves are low enough for small kids to reach easily.

	Storing small toys and felt-tip pens is easy in recycled ice-cream tubs or old, sturdy shoe boxes. Cover them in pretty wallpaper offcuts to create a fun look.

	Floor cushions and bean bags are fun, comfortable, practical and cheap for reading, quiet play and lounging about.

	Teenagers’ rooms should be a cosy dens, with chill-out zones and study areas, where hobbies, socializing and sleep-overs can all take place comfortably.


CREATE A SUPERIOR EXTERIOR

	Clear away windswept leaves, mow the lawn and prune back straggly plants.

	Clean surface grime off brick walls and repoint mortar. Repair any render that’s bulging, cracked or blemished.

	Replant your windowboxes and pots so that they’re fresh-looking and inviting.

	Consider replacing door furniture. New ironmongery gives real wow-factor.

	Polish your windows until they gleam.

	Ensure gutters and pipes are properly attached, clip back any flapping cables and align satellite dishes.

	Wash and press your curtains.

	Make your paintwork pristine – pay attention to any gates and railings, walls, fences and front and garage doors.

	Give your bins a really good scrub.

	Polish your knobs, handles and latches for a full frontal with pizazz.


EXTEND YOUR HOME

	Space at the back of your house? You could add a useful rear extension and create a multi-functional family room.

	Check out your local regulations before you think of building an extension.

	Add a second storey to your extension to create a new bathroom and bedroom.

	Convert your loft space to add a bedroom with bathroom, office or den.

	Dig down deep and convert your unused cellar/basement into a useful utility area, home office or self-contained annexe.

	Add a conservatory or garden room to create extra living (and plant) space. This is one of the cheapest extension options.

	What about a handy shed? If you can’t extend your home but have plenty of space outside, build a home office, games room or chill-out area in the garden.

	Turn under-stairs space into a small extra room. It’ll be perfect for a ground-floor WC, extra shower or a handy study.

	Transform your garage into additional living space. The foundations may need strengthening, but it could make a great bedroom, living area or home office.

	Make sure your new-built extension is well insulated and well lit, has good head height and that the style chimes in with your existing home.


FRONT-DOOR POT PLANTS

	Japanese maple

	Dwarf rhododendron

	Box

	Dwarf conifer

	Olive

	Miniature rose

	Bay

	Lavender

	Rosemary

	Camellia


REGULAR HOME MAINTENANCE

	Check your roof for any broken or dislodged tiles or accumulating moss.

	Make sure your gutters and drains are clear and that all the pipework is sound.

	Examine all pointing on brickwork – if it’s damaged, rake it out and re-do it.

	Trim back ivy and all climbing plants: they could damage your walls.

	Have your chimneys swept annually.

	Protect all pipes that might freeze by wrapping them securely in foam tubing.

	Check that smoke/carbon monoxide alarms are in good working order.

	Sand and re-paint windows as soon as you detect faults in the paintwork.

	Have your heating and hot water system serviced once a year.

	Keep an eye on all electrics and replace any cords or plugs at the first signs of damage.


DIY SAFETY

	When lifting heavy weights, keep your back straight and use your knees.

	Use the right tool for the right job. Not only will it be safer, but the work will be easier and the results better.

	If you’re using unfamiliar, hired tools, ask for a proper demonstration and follow all operating instructions precisely.

	Cordless power tools are safest, but if your tool has a cord, check that it’s not worn and always use a circuit-breaker.

	Maintain your tools carefully.

	Be especially careful with ladders – they’re a major cause of accidents.

	Supervise young children and pets around DIY equipment and make sure it’s stored out of their way when not in use.

	Wear protective goggles, a mask and gloves when necessary. Tie back long hair.

	Never attempt any electrical work you don’t feel competent to handle, and treat every job with caution.

	Keep a first-aid kit handy. You never know when you might need it.


USE A LADDER

	Choose the right ladder for the job: stepladder, short ladder, double or triple extending? It should be kept within easy reach and be light enough to move around.

	Check that your ladder is in good condition, especially if you haven’t used it for a while or if it’s hired.

	Carry a ladder upright, leaning against your shoulder – one hand supporting it at shoulder height and the other lower down.

	A ladder should rest against a wall at an angle of about 70 degrees. Don’t lean it against gutters, pipes or glass.

	If you’re working on uneven ground, use a stabilizer. If the ground is soft, place a wide board under the feet and screw a batten across it to hold the ladder in place.

	When you extend your ladder, overlap sections by a quarter of their length. Make sure they’re locked in position.

	Never climb to four rungs or less from the top – you’ll run out of handholds and won’t be able to balance properly.

	Always keep both feet and one hand on the ladder. Never lean out to one side.

	Add hooks and trays for holding things – don’t hold things in your hands!

	Put the ladder away afterwards.


GET DRILLING!

	Choose a good-quality drill with a powerful motor, variable speeds and a hammer action for drilling into masonry.

	Never lift a corded drill by its flex, and use a purpose-made extension lead.

	To work at a remote site or at the top of a ladder use a cordless drill with rechargeable battery.

	Unplug a drill before fitting bits or attachments, and remove the chuck key before you switch on.

	Select the correct bit size for the job, suitable for the material you’re drilling.

	Mark the point you wish to drill, place the drill bit on the mark, gently squeeze the trigger and give it a gentle push.

	For drilling right through a piece of wood, cover the exit point with a piece of masking tape to prevent splintering.

	If you are only drilling to a certain depth, mark the measurement on your bit by wrapping tape around it.

	To remove the bit, once drilled in, slowly pull it out while spinning it gently.

	When drilling in screws, don’t force them too far in.


UNBLOCK BASINS & WCS

	Don’t ignore early blockage warnings! If water drains slowly, use chemical cleaner.

	For a blocked basin, try using a plunger.

	Try a hand-operated pump, forcing a jet of water along the pipe. Block the overflow with a wet cloth first.

	If a plunger or pump isn’t enough, undo the trap. Pop a bucket underneath, unscrew the trap and clear out the gunk.

	Check nearby pipework. Unscrew access plugs, then dig with a bent hook.

	If more than one fitting is affected, the problem is in outside pipework.

	Clear leaves, moss and debris from outside drainage systems. From a ladder poke a cane downwards and from below use a piece of bent wire.

	Blocked yard gully? Bail out as much water as possible with a disposable container. Scoop out muck by hand (gloved).

	Does the water in your WC rise when you flush it? Use a plunger or auger.

	Blocked soil pipe? Use a drain auger and do it yourself if it’s a plastic stack with access points. Or give yourself a break and hire a professional.


PERFECT PAINTWORK

	Use the right brush for the job: a natural bristle is best for oil-based paints, synthetic for water-based paints.

	‘Cut’ into corners and edges of ceilings and walls first, using a medium brush and a roller/extension. Paint in strips.

	Paint a large area all in one go, otherwise you’ll be able to see the joins.

	Painting a whole room? Start with the ceiling, then tackle walls and woodwork.

	For even paint coverage on walls, make strokes going in different directions.

	If you don’t like the orange-peel effect of a normal roller, use a short pile, micro-fibre sleeve for a smoother finish.

	Matt finishes are best for uneven walls.

	Before you paint woodwork, remove built-up paint, fill cracks and sand.

	For a smooth, even finish with gloss paint, use a brush or mini roller.

	Ideal order for painting a panelled door: mouldings around panels; the panels; central vertical section; cross rails. Finish with the outer verticals and the edge.


PUT UP A SHELF

	To fix shelves in an alcove, use wooden supports on side walls. For a wide alcove add support along the back.

	Cut alcove shelves individually for a perfect fit – walls are rarely straight.

	Fit panels across the fronts of alcove shelves to hide supports or conceal lights.

	To run leads from electrical equipment to a socket, cut a small hole in a back corner of each shelf.

	If your wall’s plasterboard, you may need to attach the shelf to the wall studs.

	To put up shelf brackets, mark two vertical guidelines. Hold one bracket against a guideline at the right height. Use a spirit level and mark holes. Drill and screw the bracket in place.

	More than one shelf? Measure the heights of objects destined for the shelves.

	When fitting a shelving system on long upright supports, check that your wall doesn’t lean. To help correct the tilt, place packing behind the uprights.

	For the sturdiest shelving, choose solid timber or blockboard. Veneered chipboard is cheap, but is the most likely to sag.

	Sagging shelves? Add a bracket, move them closer together or use a thicker shelf.


HANG UP A PICTURE

	Use an awl/drill to make holes in the frame back, about one-third from the top.

	Stretch cord or twine between the screw eyes or D-rings, doubling and knotting.

	Use mirror plates for heavy frames.

	Get someone else to hold the picture against the wall to see where it should go.

	To position the hook, measure the distance between the tops of the wire and the frame. Mark the wall with a pencil.

	For a plasterboard wall, use a picture hook, nail or a plastic multi-pin hook.

	For large frames use double hooks.

	For brick, cement-and-plaster or concrete walls drill a hole and use a wall plug.

	Use a spirit level to straighten.

	If the picture is too high/low, tighten or loosen the wire on the back.


WALLPAPERING FOR ALL

	Before you start wallpapering paint the ceiling and woodwork.

	Use the right tools – a long pasting table, a large brush for applying paste, a paper-hanging brush or sponge to smooth the paper once on the wall, long scissors/trimming knife and a seam roller.

	Remove old wallpaper first and fill in any holes or cracks.

	Put up lining paper for a smooth base on bumpy walls. Hang it horizontally.

	When cutting each length of paper, allow a 5cm (2in) overlap at both ends.

	Use a plumb-bob and a pencil to mark the vertical lines.

	The easiest way to start is by papering the longest uninterrupted wall first.

	When hanging patterned paper, centre your first piece over a fireplace for symmetry and then work outwards.

	If you get an air bubble in the paper, cut a cross in it using a sharp knife and paste the flaps down.

	Hide joins in a corner of the room.


UNUSUAL PAPERS FOR EYE-CATCHING INTERIORS

	Old maps

	Wrapping paper

	Sheet music

	Handmade paper

	Faux-effect wallpapers

	Posters

	Vintage wallpaper

	Brown paper

	Crêpe paper

	Cellophane


TOP-CLASS TILING

	Check that the tiling surface is even.

	To level out defects in the wall, first apply a thin coat of tile adhesive.

	‘Setting out’ is important: mark a row of tiles (including spaces) on a straight batten and use it to gauge tile positions, working from the centre vertical outwards.

	Always use a spirit level – don’t trust floor and walls to be level.

	Only apply enough adhesive to cover about 1sq m (1sq yd) at a time. Any more and it may dry too soon.

	To make each tile stick, use a little twist while pushing against the adhesive.

	Don’t push the tile down too hard – adhesive will come up between tiles.

	If you’re only tiling part-way up a wall, finish with a whole tile at the top.

	Check your tiling progress regularly to ensure it’s completely straight.

	Make a level tiled surface. Place a batten over the tiles and push protruding ones in by tapping it with a rubber mallet. If a tile is too low, add more adhesive.


ERECT A GARDEN FENCE

	To make sure your fence lasts years, choose good-quality posts and set them solidly in the ground.

	Mark where your fence posts will go by stretching string between two pegs in the ground. Avoid any obstructions such as tree roots.

	To be a good neighbour, erect your fence with the posts and rails facing your property, rather than theirs.

	For a firm foundation, bury a quarter of each post, packing with hardcore.

	Use a spirit level to check each post is vertical before top-filling with concrete.

	Get help if putting up a pre-fabricated panel fence. Put one post into its hole, then ask your helper to push a panel, supported on two piles of bricks, against the post, while you nail it in place.

	To stop a fence panel rotting, either raise it completely off the ground or fit specially treated boards along the bottom edge. Or set posts in metal post supports.

	On a slope, set posts vertically. Step the fence panels and fill the gap with treated boards or retaining walls.

	Post-tops rot if cut horizontally. Bevel them so that rainwater runs off, or finish them with a protective cap.

	Panelled picket fences are easy to put up. Use metal brackets to attach a pair of panels to each post.


LAY FLOORBOARDS

	If you are re-laying existing boards, number them as you take them up.

	Buy new boards in advance and leave them to acclimatize for at least a week in the room where they’ll be laid.

	When cutting boards to fit, allow for an expansion gap of 10mm (3/8in) around the edges of the room.

	Balancing on the joists isn’t a good idea! Work on a steady platform made by resting loose boards across the joists.

	Fix the first board, then lay four to six boards before clamping and nailing down.

	Make the job of laying floorboards easier by hiring a floorboard cramp and nail punch.

	Drive the nails just below the surface or use ‘secret’ nailing.

	When butting two short boards end to end, make sure that the joint is positioned over a joist for support.

	Avoid creating an ugly row of butt joints by arranging several boards in one go time and staggering the joints.

	Use a jigsaw to scribe the last board to fit against the wall.


CHOOSE A BRILLIANT BUILDER

	Ask neighbours friends/family

	Use trade associations

	Use the internet

	Ask owners of local renovated properties

	Check references

	Check insurance

	Get three quotes

	Never pay upfront

	Agree work in advance

	Agree a start/finish date


PLASTER LIKE A PRO

	When repairing old plasterwork, first cut away any that’s damaged until you reach sound material. Brush away debris.

	The key to successful plastering is a well-prepared surface. Treat dry or absorbent surfaces with a PVA bonding agent.

	Mixing plaster is messy – protect floors with a dust sheet and wear old clothing. Afterwards, wash everything before the plaster sets.

	Only mix as much as you can work with at a time, and throw away plaster that’s started to set – adding more water won’t help.

	Apply the plaster with an upward stroke of the trowel, pressing it into the wall so it sticks. Angle the trowel closer to the wall, but don’t put it flat on to it – you’ll pull the plaster off again.

	Work from right to left if you’re right-handed; vice versa if you’re left-handed.

	Level the new surface by holding a batten against the wall. Run it gently from side to side, working up from the bottom of the wall, removing excess plaster.

	To check that your surface is flat, shine a torch at an angle across it.

	Smooth the final surface of plaster by lightly spraying with water and trowelling it to a matt finish. Don’t overwork it.

	Never try to dry plaster quickly by heating it. It might crack.


EASY-AS-PIE DRAUGHTPROOFING

	Find the worst draughts by dampening the flat of your hand and holding it against the suspected area.

	Stop cold air coming up between gappy floorboards by filling in the gaps. For small gaps use flexible filler; for large gaps cut strips of matching floorboard.

	Check your skirting boards don’t have gaps below them and seal if necessary. Cover with wooden moulding.

	For a draughty letterbox/front door, fit a clever hinged flap plus bristly draught excluders. Hang a thick curtain in front of a draughty front door.

	Pop an inflatable chimney balloon up an unused chimney to cut draughts.

	Make sure all doors and windows fit properly and seal gaps with a draught-excluding strip. Self-adhesive foam strips are cheap and easy, but metal or plastic strips with brushes/wipers last longer.

	Make a sausage-dog draught excluder. Stitch together old socks and add stuffing.

	Add curtain linings. Buy a special thermal lining or use extra-heavy fabric.

	Fit external keyholes with coverplates.

	Cover pipework openings leading outside with a hinged flap.


WHERE TO INSULATE

	Roofs

	Cavity walls

	Solid walls

	Around windows

	Around doors

	Under floors

	Ducts

	Basements

	Above an unheated garage

	Crawl spaces


INSTALL SOUNDPROOFING

	Find out where the sound is coming from by turning everything off and listening. Do it at different times of day.

	Soak up sound by maximizing soft materials, such as carpets and upholstery.

	Thick curtains help a lot if the noise is coming in through windows.

	Draughtproof around doors and windows to help reduce outside noise as well as draughts. Seal any obvious gaps.

	Add proper airtight secondary glazing or wooden shutters.

	Install double or triple glazing for a big improvement.

	Make sure doors are well-fitting and replace lightweight doors with solid ones.

	Add extra plasterboard, plus insulation to partition walls. The thicker the better.

	It’s easier to insulate a floor than a ceiling. Cork tiles or carpet plus underlay are a good start, but you can also buy specialist insulating materials.

	If all else fails, get advice from a soundproofing professional, who can give you more detailed information about wall linings and false ceilings.


SAND YOUR FLOORBOARDS

	Is your wooden floor worth sanding? Too many nails, woodworm or poor-quality wood might mean it’s better to replace it.

	Before sanding, mend or replace any damaged boards with second-hand ones.

	If the floor is very gappy, lift the boards and re-lay them tightly butted, filling in the last gap with an extra board. Alternatively, fill gaps with timber slips.

	Hammer in protruding nail heads below the board surface before you start.

	To deal with sanding dust, clear the room, open windows and seal built-in cupboards with tape. Wear mask/goggles.

	Start with coarse sanding sheets and work your way down to fine ones.

	Sanding machines are very powerful. Keep them moving for an even finish.

	Use an edge sander for the edges of the room and get into corners by hand.

	Sand with the wood grain, not across.

	Collect clean sawdust from your sander’s dust bags and mix with PVA glue to make a matching wood filler to fill gaps.


DEAL WITH DAMP

	Find out what’s causing the damp. If you can’t work out where it’s coming from, consult a qualified professional.

	Do you have rising damp? Decaying skirting boards or floors, stained plaster or peeling paint and wallpaper may indicate rising damp. Get professional help.

	Stains on walls or ceilings? These are likely to be caused by water from outside. Usual causes are faulty gutters, pipes, overflows, roofs, windowframes, pointing or rendering.

	To deal with condensation dripping down walls/windows, wipe wet windows and sills every morning and open them to let damp air out or install a good extractor.

	Avoid creating moisture by putting lids on cooking pans, closing kitchen and bathroom doors and drying clothes outside. Improve insulation and heating

	Repair damaged roof flashings or rotting window frames.

	Check roofs regularly and re-fix dislodged slates or tiles straight away.

	Keep gutters clear of leaves, moss and other debris. Also check for gaps, cracks or damage to all rainwater goods.

	Check bathroom and kitchen fittings for overflows, leaks and poor pipe joints.

	Cracked pointing or render will allow moisture in. Rake out old pointing and re-point. Fill cracks in render.


HOUSEHOLD RECYCLING

	Sort out a good-sized storage place to put your items for recycling. Make sure it’s handy but out of the way. Equip it with a range of stacking boxes.

	Buy a smaller kitchen bin – it will remind you to recycle every day.

	Make sure your recyclables are clean. Wash out bottles and tins and squash tins and plastic bottles to take up less space.

	Re-use old envelopes by sticking on a new address label.

	Give your old magazines to friends or surgeries’/dentists’ waiting rooms.

	Use lidded glass jars for putting your home-made preserves in.

	Donate recyclables to schools for craft work/learning resources (fabric scraps, wrapping paper, ribbons, cardboard, tubs).

	Don’t discard takeaway containers or ice-cream cartons – use them for small items (toys, nuts, bolts, clothes pegs).

	Ask local charities if they’d like old furniture, kitchen kit and bedding (in good condition). They may even collect.

	Clothes are ideal for recycling. Give to a charity shop or swap with a friend.


REDUCE YOUR CARBON FOOTPRINT

	Insulate your loft and draughtproof doors and windows. Closing curtains at dusk stops heat escaping.

	Buy energy-efficient appliances.

	Switch off electronic items at the plug when they are not in use.

	Change to energy-efficient light bulbs and remember to turn off all the lights whenever you leave a room.

	Install double-glazing.

	Turn down your thermostat just a little – it will make a big difference.

	An indoor ceiling fan uses less energy than air conditioning.

	Buy an electricity monitor – it’s a great way to focus the mind on energy use.

	Switch to a smaller fridge.

	Upgrade your heating/air conditioning system and service it regularly to maximize its efficiency.


GO FOR ALTERNATIVE ENERGY

	Installing renewable technology can be simple and could save you money. It may also reduce your carbon footprint and add value to your home.

	Cut down your energy usage. Ensure your home is energy-efficient by insulating, draughtproofing, double glazing, saving water and making sure your heating/hot-water systems are super-efficient.

	Consider solar power. It can be used to make electricity or to heat water.

	Enough space for boilers and pumps? Ask a registered installer to advise.

	A stream or river running past your home? Use it to generate electricity. It must have a strong flow, with a difference in height over a reasonably short distance.

	Consider having a wind turbine.

	Put in a new biomass boiler/heat pump: they are more cost-effective.

	Seek insider advice from local people who have acquired similar technologies.

	Check whether you need permission for any installation and whether your home insurance policy would need adjusting.

	Make money by being green. Find out about grants. You may be able to earn money by selling back surplus electricity.


BE WATER-WISE

	Don’t let the cold tap run while you are cleaning your teeth or washing your hands.

	When running the hot tap, save the cooler water for watering your houseplants.

	Take showers, though power showers do use more water. Install a water-saving shower head. Fill baths half-full or share.

	Collect rainwater in a water butt and use it to water your garden.

	Redirect rainwater from your roof for using in your washing machine or WC.

	Use all water-using appliances fully loaded. Choose eco programmes.

	Check for hidden water leaks. If you have a meter, read it, then don’t use any water for an hour. Check again for the same reading. If it’s different, you have a leak.

	Fix a dripping tap straight away.

	Fit a water-saving device in your loo cistern to use less water at every flush.

	Jet washers are water-wasters. Clean your car with a bucket and sponge.


ENERGY-CONSCIOUS CLOTHES CLEANING

	Reduce the number of washes you do. Wear clothes more than once and refresh them by hanging them outside.

	Select low temperatures – cooler washes are fine for many once-worn items.

	Wait until you have a full load before running a wash. Small loads waste energy.

	Choose a high final-spin speed – it will remove more water from your clothes.

	Put up simple clothes-lines outside. Stack lines above each other and hoist them out of the way. Or use a fold-up whirligig dryer.

	If you don’t have a garden make use of breezeways and airy indoor areas.

	A dedicated laundry room is perfect for drying clothes indoors. Buy an extractor.

	Ceiling- and wall-mounted airers are great for keeping drying clothes out of the way. Don’t drape clothes over radiators; it prevents the heating working efficiently and encourages condensation.

	Make sure your dryer filters are fluff-free so that it runs ultra-efficiently.

	Don’t run your dryer for longer than you really have to.


GORGEOUS GREEN DECORATING

	Use eco paints. They are breathable, non-toxic and come ready mixed.

	Use traditional lime wash as a wall covering. It has a chalky finish, is antibacterial and insecticidal and can be coloured with natural pigments.

	Environmentally friendly wallpapers are great, but don’t use them in humid areas such as kitchens and bathrooms.

	Re-use old furniture and avoid buying new. Seek antique, vintage or second-hand items and update unwanted furnishings.

	Linoleum flooring is made from natural, renewable materials, is hard-wearing and easy to clean.

	When searching for fabrics, look for organic wool, cotton, linen and felt.

	Recycled textiles are great for making into a beautiful patchwork quilt.

	Choose light fittings that are suitable for low-energy lightbulbs.

	Use recycled glassware – it’s green, good-looking and durable.

	Opt for towels made from bamboo: they’re soft, fluffy, ultra-absorbent, naturally anti-bacterial and sustainable.


UPCYCLE YOUR FURNITURE

	Brush up on DIY skills to make the most of broken, old or just plain boring furnishings. Ask a friend/relative for tips, borrow library books, research on the internet or even go on a course.

	Only tackle furnishings that are inexpensive and not too old. If a piece is valuable or antique seek expert help.

	Save the life of a wobbly chair by evening up its legs with a saw. Or shorten the legs of an unwanted dining table and turn it into a useful low-level coffee table.

	Ugly or out-of-proportion knobs and handles can ruin furniture. It’s easy to transform it by unscrewing them and attaching good-looking replacements.

	Use patterned, sticky-backed plastic to line for old chests or wardrobes, creating a smooth finish for storing delicate clothes.

	Liven up the flat panels of wooden furniture by pasting on wallpaper, wrapping paper, maps, music or posters.

	Upright wooden dining chairs often have removable seats. Staple a gorgeous new fabric cover over the top of the existing one. Choose interesting fabric remnants that coordinate with the room colours.

	Give a new lease of life to a worn-out piece of wooden furniture with a bright new coat of paint. Unexpected colours can look brilliant on vintage or modern, lacklustre pieces – imagine a 1950s sideboard repainted with lime-green gloss.

	Before you paint furniture, carry out all the necessary repairs. Remove the drawers, handles, knobs and sand everything thoroughly. For a really professional finish, rub down between each coat with wet-and-dry sand-paper. Finish with a top coat.

	Newly painted pieces blend in best if painted the same colour as the walls.


TURN WOODEN CHAIRS INTO TREASURES

	Repair

	Re-cane seat

	New solid seat

	Fabric seat cover

	Strip and wax

	Paint

	Découpage

	Frilly seat cover

	Tie-on seat cushion

	Slip cover


CHEAP, CHIC IDEAS FOR WINDOWS

	Recycle an old curtain into a simple roller or softer roman blind.

	Look for funky, vintage-print secondhand curtains in charity shops, garage sales and at auctions.

	Use a flat sheet to make a curtain – but line it to give it the necessary body.

	Vintage tablecloths can make beautiful curtains, especially if they are embroidered.

	Get warm and toasty with a curtain fashioned from a thick, cosy blanket.

	A length of sari fabric will add a real splash of exotic colour and style.

	Inject new life into a dull old curtain by adding on a patterned border made from a cleverly coordinating fabric.

	Fleece is cheap, it comes in lovely colours and it sews oh-so easily.

	Choose sheer muslin for a floaty feel.

	Interesting trims add class to inexpensive curtains and blinds – ricrac, ribbons, bobbles and bows.


NEW CUSHIONS FROM OLD FABRIC

	Consider using a mix of fabrics, not just project leftovers but also old curtains, bed linens or clothes.

	Use curtain-fabric remnants to really coordinate your room expertly.

	Have fun with interesting textures such as silk, felt or corduroy, but avoid very thick or sheer fabrics.

	If you only have tiny scaps of fabric, cut out squares and stitch them together to make a pretty patchwork cushion.

	Think about other cushion shapes. How about rectangles, circles, ovals, triangles or even sausage-shaped bolsters?

	To make an appliquéd cushion front, cut clever motifs from a patterned fabric and stitch them onto a plain background, using striking contrasting thread.

	Cushion fronts and backs don’t have to match, but it’s good if they coordinate.

	Fantastic ideas for fastenings include buttons, poppers, zips, ties or a simple envelope-style overlap.

	Large-patterned motifs look better if they are centred on the cushion front.

	Use interesting trimmings (buttons, ribbons, ricrac, sequins, ruffles, feathers, fur) to make your cushions truly original.


IMPROVISE A HEADBOARD FOR A BED

	To revive a painted wooden headboard, sand and repaint it for fresh appeal.

	Make a headboard from a wooden panel. Add decorative trims or mouldings.

	Cover your headboard with fab fabric. Cut your fabric to the shape and size of your headboard, allowing 10cm (4in) all the way around. Spray-glue the board, before stretching the fabric over and stapling it smoothly to the back.

	Add a luxurious touch. Lusciously soft and tactile fabrics are a wonderful choice – think velvet, moleskin or lambswool.

	For leaning against your headboard in comfort add a layer of extra-deep wadding.

	Throw a lovely old eiderdown or soft blanket over the existing bed head.

	Make a rectangle of quilted fabric with ties positioned at each corner so that it can be attached to a metal bed framework.

	For divan beds, a rectangular headboard can be attached to the wall or bed frame.

	For a temporary solution prop a fabric-covered/wooden screen behind the bed.

	Give the illusion of a headboard with a rectangle of fabric hung behind the bed.


REVIVE A WORN-OUT SOFA

	Wash loose covers or use upholstery cleaner to get rid of dirt and grime.

	Neatly stitch repairs to any worn areas of the sofa arms or back. Or make pretty patches/appliqué from contrasting fabrics.

	If just one arm is worn, simply throw a nice folded blanket, shawl or quilt over it.

	Cover a worn-all-over sofa with a huge throw and tuck in. Pile high with cushions.

	To stop throws constantly rucking up use two – one for the seat and another over the back. They’ll stay in place better.

	Make a brand-new loose cover. Choose fabric to complement the room.

	To save money on a loose cover, use cheaper fabric on areas you can’t see, such as the seat beneath the base cushions.

	Make a fashionable, patchwork cover using lengths of different fabric.

	Piping adds a professional touch, but you need to be good at sewing.

	If you can’t deal with sewing zips in your new loose cover, use simpler tie fastenings, or hook-and-loop tape.


REVAMP A LAMP

	Repaint a wooden lamp base for an instant refreshed new look.

	On a metal lamp, use a coat of primer before you start painting.

	Think patterned as well as plain – stripes, spots or an animal print would all look interesting on a repainted lamp base.

	Wrap raffia, string or ribbon around the base to transform its looks.

	Use stickers or découpage to decorate the base after a fresh lick of paint.

	Re-cover a fabric shade with a small amount of new or vintage fabric.

	Embellish the shade edge with glued-on binding, ribbon, braid or buttons.

	To make a ruffle to add to the shade’s lower edge, gather up a strip of fabric.

	Paint or stencil designs onto a fabric or card shade using watered-down paint.

	Punch holes in a card shade using an ordinary needle – the light will cast the pretty shadows of your design.


IRRESISTIBLE TRIMMINGS TO LIVEN UP YOUR STYLE

	Ribbon

	Lace

	Ricrac

	Bobbles

	Buttons

	Beads

	Pom-poms

	Braid

	Diamanté

	Tassels


SORT A SQUEAKY FLOOR

	Stand beneath the squeaky floor and get a friend to walk above you – to locate the problem area precisely.

	Look at the joists from below – if there’s a gap between them and the sub-floor, fill by forcing in a tapered shingle.

	Install a screw, angled, through a joist and into the sub-floor to attach them firmly. Ask your friend to stand on the floor above to help press the two layers together.

	Your surface flooring may not be properly attached to the sub-floor. From below, drive a screw through the sub-floor into the underside of the surface flooring. Make sure the screw is the right length to reach into the flooring, but not pop out through the top of it.

	Check that a nail isn’t sticking out and rubbing against a joist. If so, cut it off with diagonal cutters.

	Squeaks from between floor joists may mean extra bridging is needed beneath the sub-floor. Screw and glue a small rectangle of 1.5cm (¾in) thick plywood under the squeaky seam.

	If access is a problem, you’ll have to work from above. Try hitting the area with a hammer. It may force any loose nails back in.

	Try lubricating the squeaky area by working a little powdered graphite or talcum powder in between the floorboards. Vacuum up the excess.

	Drive spiral flooring nails, at a slight angle, through the board and down into the sub-floor. Press down as you’re drilling.

	Always pre-drill nail holes in floorboards so that the wood doesn’t split. But don’t pre-drill the sub-floor or the nail won’t hold.


TYPES OF FLOORING

	Wood

	Cork

	Carpet

	Ceramic tiles

	Leather

	Vinyl

	Lino

	Rubber

	Stone

	Natural fibre


DEAL WITH A DRIPPING TAP

	Before you start, put the plug in the basin so you don’t lose any small tap or tool parts that may fall in.

	Disconnect and drain the water supply to the tap.

	Identify the problem: a dripping spout usually means a faulty washer or worn seal; a drip from the head of the tap when in use indicates a faulty O-ring or gland packing.

	Lever off the hot/cold disc with a knife and undo the small retaining screw below. Or look for a screw on the side and undo it.

	Pull off the head of the tap. It may pull or screw upwards or else rock it from side to side as you go. Or you may need to tap it gently from below with a hammer.

	Unscrew the headgear nut, just above main body of the tap and lift out the assembly.

	Replace the worn washer, O-ring or gland packing, or tighten the gland nut, and reconnect all the parts again in the right order.

	If the tap continues to drip then its metal seat may need regrinding. Either buy a specialist tool or ask a plumber to do it for you.

	If you have a dripping ceramic-disc tap, it may simply be caused by debris stuck inside. Remove the cartridge and wash it in warm, soapy water, checking for damage – in the cartridge and to the rubber seal below it – at the same time.

	Remember that ceramic-disc cartridges are ‘handed’ so, if you do have to replace one, make sure you buy one that turns on and off in the right direction.


EASE A STICKING DOOR

	Loose screws in the hinges can make a door drop. Tighten as necessary.

	Pull the hinge (and the door) in by replacing the middle screw of the hinge where it’s attached to the jamb, using a 10cm (3in) screw and a drill.

	If the top of the door is sticking, adjust the top hinge; the bottom hinge if the bottom of the door is sticking.

	If the door is straining on its hinges, insert thin pieces of cardboard under the hinge flaps to pack them out.

	If the hinges are old and worn, either fit new hinges or swap the old ones over (the wear on the pins will be reversed).

	Excess humidity can make doors stick because the timber has swollen. Open kitchen and bathroom windows and avoid drying clothes on radiators.

	Bump in the floor? Try resetting the door hinges so that the lower one sticks out slightly more than the higher one. As you open the door, the misaligned pins should force it up a little.

	If the door sticks on newly laid carpet, replace the hinges with rising butt hinges. Remember that they are made for either right- or left-handed openings.

	If paint on the door’s edge is causing the problem, sand it a little at a time.

	If all else fails, take the door off its hinges and shave off a thin layer of wood.


REPAIR A BROKEN WINDOW

	For a short-term repair, stick waterproof tape over the crack. If glass is missing, tape a plastic sheet over the whole window.

	First floor or higher? It’s probably best to remove the whole window, if possible, and work on it at ground level.

	If you’re handling a large piece of glass, ask someone to help. Never work with glass outdoors in windy weather. Always wear gloves and protective goggles.

	Grip each shattered piece of glass separately and work loose to remove. It’s safest to work from the top of the window to the bottom.

	Remove all old putty and pull out the sprigs (small nails holding the glass) with pincers. Seal any bare wood with primer.

	Measure your window to the insides of the rebates and have new glass cut. It should be 3mm (1/8in) smaller than your measurements all around.

	Linseed-oil putty can be tricky to work with. To absorb excess oil, wrap in newspaper. If stiff add more linseed oil.

	When puttying-in the glass, wet the knife with water to stop it dragging.

	Don’t paint the putty for three weeks.

	Clean any excess putty from the glass with methylated spirits. Paint slightly over it and onto the glass to form a seal.


RESUSCITATE DAMAGED FURNITURE

	Got a shallow dent in wood? Try sitting a few drops of water in the hollow, so that the compressed timber swells up again.

	Lightly sand away a cigarette burn, then cover the area with a furniture-patching wax stick in the correct colour.

	White spots or rings formed by water or hot dishes may disappear just by firmly buffing with liquid furniture polish. Or use a soft cloth dampened with a mix of one part turpentine and one part linseed oil.

	If a table top has a dark water stain, you’ll probably have to remove the finish, bleach the stain and refinish the surface.

	To stop drawers sticking, look for obstructions/loose parts. Try rubbing hard wax on drawer sides and bottom or lightly sand the bottom edges. If your drawers have sticky plastic runners, wipe them and spray the rollers with silicone lubricant.

	To cover a small scratch in wood, crack open a Brazil nut or a walnut and rub the oil along the scratch to darken it. Or use a permanent felt-tip marker

	Test solvents/stains in an inconspicuous place before you actually use them.

	Don’t try to repair veneered furniture. Leave the task to a professional.

	Fixing a wobbly chair depends on how it’s made. Screw the leg in more tightly, reglue the dowel, or tighten/replace the screw, bolt or corner plate.

	Remove leather upholstery stains by rubbing with an art gum eraser.


ZZZZZZZZ – SELECT A NEW BED

	Spend at least ten minutes trying out a new bed in the shop. Lie down on it and practise rolling over. If the bed is for two, it’s important to try it out together.

	Too hard or too soft? Lie on your back and put your hand under the small of your back. If you can pull it out easily the mattress is too hard; if you can’t move it at all, the mattress is too soft. The term ‘orthopaedic’ may not necessarily mean it’s good for your back – it’s just extra firm.

	What about length? A bed should be at least 15cm (6in) longer than the tallest person who will sleep in it. Buy as wide a bed as possible for comfort.

	If you need extra bedroom storage, choose a divan bed with drawers.

	Remember that antique beds are much smaller than modern ones – we’ve grown!

	When buying a mattress separately, check that it will fit your bed properly.

	How far apart should wooden slats be? No more than 6cm (2½in) wide for good ventilation and no more than 4cm (1½in) apart to prevent the mattress sagging through them.

	If you’re allergic to house dust mites, a foam or latex mattress is a good option.

	A memory foam mattress is great for relieving pressure on painful joints.

	Make sure the new bed is the right height. Can you get in and out of it easily?


PURCHASE TOP-NOTCH BED LINEN

	It’s worth investing in quality linen. It feels a lot more luxurious, will wash well and last you for years.

	Basic, plain bed linens, in white or a solid colour, are inexpensive and easy to coordinate with your bedroom.

	Look for interesting design details, from pintucks, cording and scalloped edging to hemstitch, embroidery and lace.

	Linen sheets are breathable, cool, crisp and they soften as time goes by.

	Silk bed linen keeps you warm in winter and cool in summer; it’s even said to reduce wrinkles and keep your hair glossy. It can go in the washing machine, too.

	Pure Egyptian cotton is the most popular bed linen and is a brilliant all-rounder.

	Look for a thread count of more than 200 and up to 600 for real luxury linen.

	If you want easy-care linen, go for a 50:50 or 60:40 mix of cotton and polyester.

	Choose from different weaves of cotton bed linen: percale, sateen, waffle, jacquard, flannel, seersucker and twill.

	Wash new linen before use to get rid of finishing agents and allow for shrinkage.


CHOOSE YOUR IDEAL DUVET/PILLOW

	If you suffer from allergies, avoid feather or down duvets and pillows. Alternatives are synthetic fibres or silk.

	Looking for a natural filling? Goose down is the most luxurious as it’s warm and light and duck down is a good alternative. Both are often mixed with feathers to add greater resilience.

	Choose a duvet according to warmth. Look for the tog rating, which goes from about 4 (summer weight) to a toasty 15 (for freezing winters).

	Choose a duvet one size larger than your bed if you don’t want to have a nightly fight with your partner over it.

	Children need a lower tog value because they have naturally higher body temperatures than adults.

	Side-sleepers need a high pillow, or a firm bottom pillow and softer top one, to keep the spine straight.

	Back-sleepers are better off with a softish, medium-height pillow.

	Stomach-sleepers need a low pillow to reduce pressure on the neck.

	Get extra support for your neck by using a shaped foam pillow.

	Use pillow and mattress protectors for extra comfort and to prolong the life of your bed linen, pillows and mattress.


BARGAIN OPTIONS FOR FURNISHINGS

	Sales

	Special promotions

	Ends of lines

	Factory shops

	Clearance outlets

	Online shopping clubs

	Online comparison sites

	Store-card discounts

	Discount vouchers/codes

	Second-hand shops


SPLASH OUT ON A SUPER NEW SOFA

	Test the strength of the sofa frame by lifting one front leg about 15cm (6in) off the floor. If the other leg hasn’t lifted a little, too, the frame has too much ‘give’.

	Never buy a sofa that is just held together with nails, glue or staples.

	If possible, feel the springs through the upholstery; they should be close together and nicely firm.

	Know your stuffing – goose down and feather is luxurious and expensive and will need frequent plumping. Foam may harden or flatten quickly. Look for high-resilience foam for durability and comfort.

	Choose heavy, smooth, closely woven fabric, which will last. Seams should be straight, strongly stitched, not puckered.

	Size matters – choose a sofa that seats as many as you need, but it’s important that it will neither crowd a room nor get lost in a large space.

	Your sofa’s dimensions should suit your body and provide enough support for comfortable sitting. You should be able to put your feet on the floor while sitting, and stand up easily.

	Cushions should be neither floppy nor overstuffed and the covers not too tight.

	Be a style diva and go for a look that suits you and your room. Skirts or bare legs (the sofa, not you!), number of seat cushions, style of arm – they all make a difference.

	Ensure that your sofa will go through your front door or window when it is delivered. If you have problem access, then perhaps choose a model that has removable feet, arms or back – or even a modular version.


ACQUIRE ANTIQUES

	Research antiques before you buy: look at and handle as many items as possible and get an idea of prices.

	Think carefully about how an antique piece will fit into your home. Dark wood furniture can be bulky and heavy-looking.

	If a price seems too good to be true – it probably is.

	It can be difficult buying with investment in mind. The best advice is to buy because you love something. Then if it goes up in value it’s an added bonus.

	Don’t get a rush of blood to the head when you are buying at auction. Set yourself a top price and don’t go over it.

	Look at a piece underneath, check for signs of intervention and ask lots of questions. A reputable dealer won’t be afraid to answer them.

	Understand what descriptions are all about: Louis XV ‘style’ doesn’t necessarily mean it’s really Louis XV.

	Condition is paramount for collectors. Choose the best quality you can afford.

	Watch out when you buy old radiators (or other plumbing pieces) or electrical items. If they haven’t already been restored, add on the cost of getting it done.

	Ask dealers (politely!) whether a discount is possible. ‘What’s your best price on this?’ is a good line of approach. It’s almost expected.


GIVE YOUR KITCHEN A MAKE-OVER

	Stain or repaint cupboard doors and drawer fronts. Replace knobs and handles.

	Buy replacement doors or drawer fronts for an instant, dramatic change. Check sizes carefully and ensure that hinge holes are in the right places.

	Opt for free-standing furnishings such as a dresser, sideboard, butcher’s block or chest of drawers. Ensure they’re the same depth as existing fitted items.

	Create your own dresser with a minimum of expense by hanging a couple of shelves above a chest of drawers and painting them all the same colour.

	Replace worktops. Laminate is cheapest and timber is not too expensive (but don’t locate timber adjacent to a sink).

	A new splashback looks stylish. To be ultra-smart, have it in the same material as the worktop. Cheap alternatives include ceramic tiles, painted tongue-and-groove timber, mirror tiles or a sheet of toughened glass or acrylic.

	Swap a boring ceiling-mounted track for a good-looking new light fitting.

	Fit dimmer switches to add atmosphere at different times of the day.

	Maximize storage space with hooks, racks and rails

	Coordinate all your kitchen kit: why not hide any ugly pieces and display matching, interesting, crockery and glassware. You’ll get far more enjoyment out of your kitchen.


A NEW-LOOK BUDGET BATHROOM

	Change the taps.

	Replace an old shower curtain with a glamorous glass screen.

	Replace the shower handset.

	Add a decorative mirror.

	Use eye-catching mosaic tiles to jazz up small areas – try using broken crockery.

	Put up a new window blind.

	Coordinate towels – one colour is good!

	Re-grout tiles and replace old sealant.

	Sort out your storage with pretty baskets, hanging tidy-aways and pots or tubs to hold all your bathroom bits.

	Buy a colourful new seat for your WC.


SUCK IT UP! CHOOSE A VACUUM CLEANER

	Are you the upright type? Upright cleaners give better control and are ideal for large areas of carpet.

	Cylinder machines are compact and easy to use on stairs, around furniture and on upholstery. They’re good for hard floors.

	Would you like a bag with that? Bagged cleaners are usually cheaper – but you will have to keep buying new bags. How easy are they to fit?

	Before you decide to buy a bagless version, check how easy it is to empty.

	Have you got allergies? Choose a cleaner with a sophisticated filter system.

	If you have pets, consider a cleaner with a charcoal filter – it can get rid of unwanted odours.

	If you want to clean upholstery, rugs or curtains, variable power is a boon.

	What about power? On a cylinder machine, the higher the wattage the more powerful the machine. On an upright cleaner, the brush makes all the difference.

	Try before you buy – is the machine easy to manoeuvre? Can you pick it up easily? Is handle height adjustable?

	A longer cable is handy in a big house. It also means less moving of plugs.


LOOK FOR A NEW WASHING MACHINE

	Think about what clothes you wash and how often. Do you need a quick-wash facility, gentle wash or variable temperature control? Or perhaps all of the above.

	If you don’t often wash many clothes at a time, a half-load facility is useful.

	If you want to switch on your washing when you’re not at home, choose a machine with a timer-delay function

	How about extra capacity? Useful if yours is a large household – sometimes big machines will even wash duvets.

	Front or top loader? A front loader fits under a worktop, but you won’t have to bend down to use a top loader.

	Choose an integrated machine (hidden behind a door that matches your kitchen) to make it blend in seamlessly.

	A machine with a high spin speed will remove more water from your clothes.

	Ask about energy efficiency. An ultra-efficient machine could save you money.

	A combined washer/dryer is good if space is tight, but you’ll only be able to dry half a wash load at a time.

	Make sure you install the machine on a level, solid base, that the hoses are not kinked and that the plumbing is easily accessible so you can turn it off quickly in an emergency.


FLAT OUT: BUY AN IRON

	If you rarely iron, buy a basic model. No point in paying for extra features you’ll never actually use.

	If you need your iron to generate lots of heat, look for a higher wattage.

	For ironing curtains or hanging garments, choose a ‘vertical steam’ facility.

	Steam generator irons can cut ironing time in half – but they are more bulky, so check your space.

	If you have young children, choose an iron with cord storage or a safety cut-out.

	For the easiest glide on an iron, a sole plate should be highly polished stainless steel or have a non-stock coating. A dimpled pattern helps, too.

	What watt? For most people, 1600W is quite enough.

	Heavy irons press well but can be tiring to use. Lighter ones mean more pushing back and forwards. Aim for a compromise that’s comfortable for you.

	A bigger water tank means less refilling and waiting for the steam. A transparent tank is handy.

	If you happen to live in a hard-water area, look for a model that combats the build-up of scale.


HOW ABOUT SECOND-HAND FURNITURE?

	Watch out for woodworm – remove drawers and look underneath for telltale signs (tiny holes and dust).

	Get old electrical fittings checked by a professional before use.

	Don’t be too rigid in your expectations. The surprises found in a second-hand outlet are all part of the fun.

	Even if it’s cheap, don’t buy something broken, poorly made or unattractive – unless you’re sure you can renovate it.

	Never leave home without a tape measure and a list of relevant dimensions.

	Salvage yards can be mucky places. So you can explore them fully, wear work clothing and sturdy shoes.

	Consider asking (politely) if the seller will offer a discount. They will often be prepared to do a deal.

	Worried about buying at auction? Go to one or two first and watch.

	When buying online, don’t forget to factor in the cost of delivery.

	Being patient is a golden rule of buying second-hand. Eventually you will come across your ideal piece.


WHERE TO BUY SECOND-HAND

	Markets

	Car boot/yard sales

	Auctions

	Private dealers

	Salvage yards

	Jumble/garage sales

	Antiques fairs

	Junk shops

	Small ads

	The internet


FURNISH FOR FREE

	Go ‘dumpster-diving’ or ‘skip-dipping’ for unwanted items from people’s skips.

	If you spot something in a skip you like, never trespass and always ask the owner’s permission before taking it.

	Sign up to an internet-based network which connects people who have unwanted items with those who want them. If you get something free through such a site, offer something in return.

	Sometimes you’ll spot unwanted furniture left on the street with a note: ‘please take’. Grab it while you can.

	Scan the small ads – sometimes people advertise furnishings as ‘free to collector’.

	Swap things you don’t want with things you do want from a friend/family member. Or repay them by bartering a service.

	A local charity may be able to help. Perhaps volunteer some time in return.

	Make your furniture yourself.

	Buy lots from one dealer. They may feel able to throw in an item for nothing.

	If all else fails, perhaps a distant member of your family will leave you some gorgeous antiques in their will!


RENOVATE FOR LESS

	Try to buy fittings from trade suppliers rather than high-street retailers.

	Hire or borrow expensive tools.

	Do as much as you can yourself and ask friends/family to help. Leave specialist tasks to the professionals.

	Look for good-condition second-hand fixtures/fittings. Check auction sites, ads in local papers and reclamation yards.

	Wait for seasonal sales, or search factory outlets and discount warehouses.

	Buy wallpaper and fabric from ends-of-line and discount suppliers.

	Use materials in standard sizes only. Unusual dimensions take up more material.

	If you can’t afford carpets, sand back and stain, varnish or paint floorboards and add rugs for a contemporary look.

	Instead of bespoke curtains, roller blinds can be cut to fit most windows.

	Use online comparison websites to ensure you always get the best deal.


REMOVE LAUNDRY STAINS

	Deal with stains before they dry and become harder to remove. No time to treat a stain straight away? Soak in cold water.

	Blot away excess, then push the stain out from the back, working from the outside inwards to avoid spreading.

	Cold water is better than hot for stains – heat can set them permanently.

	Different types of stain need different approaches. For protein stains soak in cold water with salt or a biological pre-soak.

	Non-soluble stains such as nail varnish, paint or glue should be removed with a solvent and then washed.

	Test a specialist stain-remover on an inconspicuous part of the fabric first.

	For stubborn underarm stains, mix half a cup of bicarbonate of soda with half a cup of salt and a few drops of cold water to make a paste. Cover the stain and leave for half an hour. Rinse with cold water.

	For grass stains, soak in white vinegar.

	Greasy stains can often be removed by rubbing in baking powder and leaving for half an hour. Rinse off, then wash.

	To clean grimy collars, use washing-up liquid, then pour on bicarbonate of soda and use an old toothbrush to scrub. Wash.


BANISH WASHDAY BLUES

	Sort dirty laundry as you go to save time. Keep whites and colours separately.

	Make the most of your laundry room space by fitting shelves above your washing machine to store all your kit.

	A drying rack on a pulley holds masses and can be hoisted out of the way. Mount above a radiator if possible.

	Add hooks to the back of the door to hold peg bags and other paraphernalia.

	Paint a laundry room brilliant white for a feeling of serene cleanliness all round.

	If you haven’t got cupboard space for concealing laundry essentials, hang a gorgeous curtain in front of shelves/alcove. Or choose matching storage.

	Make your laundry room welcoming. Keep a radio, TV or sound system there to help keep you amused.

	Decant washing powder into an attractive jar (label as necessary).

	Good lighting is essential, so you can see what you’re doing.

	Keep laundry products well stocked so you don’t run out unexpectely. They’re cheaper to buy in bulk.


KEEP YOUR WHITES WHITE

	To lightly bleach whites in your washing machine, add half a cup of lemon juice to the rinse cycle.

	Hard water can make whites grey. Add half a cup of vinegar to your rinse water.

	Whites made of natural fibres will benefit from being line-dried in the sun.

	Add half a cup of borax or washing soda to your wash to brighten up whites.

	To prevent colour transfer, wash whites separately from coloured clothes or linens.

	Don’t overload the washing machine. It needs space to agitate whites properly and for the detergent to cleanse effectively.

	Launder white garments after you’ve worn them, even if they look clean – body oils can turn a garment yellow.

	To brighten white fabric, use a commercial colour remover.

	Use bleach carefully – an oxygen-based bleach is usually safer.

	Try a nappy or net-curtain cleaner.


USE WHITE VINEGAR IN YOUR LAUNDRY TO…

	Whiten fabrics

	Brighten colours

	Prevent static cling

	Get rid of smoky smells

	Neutralize body odour

	Remove soap residue

	Get rid of musty smells

	Soften fabrics

	Remove perspiration stains

	Clean your machine


MAXIMIZE YOUR WASHING MACHINE

	Clean your machine regularly: unclog the filter monthly and wipe out the detergent drawer before it clogs up.

	To prevent lime scale and mildew, run the machine empty regularly. Choose a hot wash and add vinegar or soda crystals.

	Check garment pockets and remove tissues, sweets, coins and so on as such objects will cause machine damage.

	Do up zips, hooks and poppers, and turn anything that might fade inside out.

	Turn down that temperature dial: most clothes can be washed at 30°C (85°F).

	Never be tempted to overload the machine – the clothes won’t wash properly and the machine could be damaged.

	Wash delicates in a special mesh bag, or use an old pillowcase.

	Repair any tears or holes before you wash them, and pre-wash heavily soiled items separately.

	Take damp washing out of the machine straight after the programme has finished.

	Don’t spin-dry stretch fabrics.


EFFICIENT TUMBLE DRYING

	Add a clean, dry towel to wet laundry. It can cut drying time by 25 per cent.

	Dry towels and other heavier items separately from lighter garments.

	Clean the dryer lint filter every time.

	Use the correct heat setting for the fabric you’re drying.

	Turn fadeable clothes inside out.

	Don’t overload the dryer – everything will end up wrinkled if you do.

	Check the dryer vent regularly to ensure it’s not blocked.

	Don’t over-dry your clothes. Use the moisture sensor, if your machine has one. If everything ends up too dry, add a damp towel for a minute or two.

	If your clothes get static cling, add a ball of aluminium foil to the dryer.

	Cut a dryer sheet in half – it’ll be quite enough to do the job.


BRILLIANT IRONING

	When you take clothes out of your washing machine or dryer, shake them briskly and hang up – they’ll need less ironing. Line-drying often eliminates it.

	Always choose the correct temperature for the fabric you’re ironing. Test first on an inconspicuous area of the garment.

	Most fabrics are best ironed inside out, to avoid shiny patches.

	Dampen the fabric as you iron, using the built-in sprayer or a spray bottle.

	Irons heat up faster than cool down, so avoid waiting and start with garments that require a cool setting.

	To iron a shirt, start with the collar, then the sleeves/cuffs. Finish with the front and back. Use spray starch if you like.

	Iron delicates or embroidered fabrics on the reverse side, using a pressing cloth.

	Put freshly ironed items on a hanger or clothes-horse to air before putting away.

	Banish lime scale from your iron by filling it with a mix of water and vinegar for a couple of hours. Then rinse.

	Polish the iron’s soleplate when it’s cold, using a soft cloth. Get rid of sticky marks by using a damp cloth and heating the iron up.


STORE CLOTHES SAFELY

	Don’t let moths get your woollens – wash items, then store in moth-proof bags. Use mothballs/natural cedar blocks.

	Vacuum storage spaces regularly to keep pests away.

	Use all the hanging loops on clothes so they stay in shape.

	Create enough space in your wardrobe for everything you need to hang. Crushed clothes will only need ironing again.

	Ditch wire hangers – they can wear holes in clothes. Choose kinder wooden ones or, for delicates, padded ones.

	Knitwear and anything heavy and stretchy is better folded than hung.

	Stack folded clothes with the heaviest items at the bottom.

	Very delicate or beaded items might snag on other garments. Keep them folded in separate, tissue-lined boxes.

	After dry-cleaning remove the plastic and allow clothes to air before storing.

	Store dirty washing in canvas laundry baskets to allow air to circulate.


CHORE-NO-MORE REGULAR CLEANING

	A slightly dampened duster is more effective than a dry one. Use an anti-static duster on electronic equipment.

	Dust small, detailed items with a soft paintbrush or toothbrush.

	Books attract a lot of dust – wipe with a soft cloth or use your vacuum cleaner’s upholstery attachment.

	Keep carpets and rugs in good condition by regular vacuuming. Spot-clean and shampoo once or twice a year.

	Vacuum wooden floors along the grain.

	Always sweep or vacuum before you mop, to get rid of dust. Use a mop in a sweeping motion, not circular.

	Keep your kitchen germ-free by dealing with scraps, spills and splashes immediately. Clean up every time you cook by wiping down oven/hob and worktops.

	Get into a cleaning routine that suits you, whether it’s all day every Saturday or a midweek morning. If you don’t have time, prioritize the most important tasks.

	Store all cleaning products within easy reach (but well out of the reach of children) and replenish them before they run out.

	Spend a little time each week tidying, dusting and vacuuming. You’ll only need to do an occasional thorough clean every now and then.


SPARKLING SPRING CLEANING

	Make a list of tasks in a logical order. You may not feel like tackling the whole house all at once. Do one room at a time.

	Have a major sort-out and a really good tidy before you start.

	Always clean from top to bottom of the house and do wet jobs first, then dry.

	Wash down painted walls with a sugar -soap solution. Protect furniture first.

	Hire a carpet cleaner.

	Clean underneath all furniture, including concealed areas.

	Turn your mattresses and have any bedding that you can’t wash cleaned.

	Wash curtains and clean slatted blinds.

	Remove light fittings and clean them. For cobwebs use a long-handled duster.

	Do your cleaning on a bright and breezy day, throw open the windows. Crank up the music. Enjoy!


MAKE YOUR WINDOWS SHINE

	Start by cleaning the frames, using a wet, soapy cloth. Rinse with fresh water.

	A mix of half water, half vinegar is a great cleaning solution for windows.

	Use lint-free cloths or you’ll end up spreading tiny fibres all over your windows.

	Wash a couple of panes at a time, then sweep away the liquid with a squeegee.

	If dirt has built up in window-frame corners, tackle the spot with a cotton pad.

	Clean top to bottom to catch drips.

	Use a soft, dry cloth to polish smears.

	For a tried-and-trusted method of polishing windows use crumpled-up newspapers. It really works!

	Wait for a cloudy day to wash your windows – the heat from the sun makes them dry too quickly, causing streaks.

	Ask a professional window cleaner to do the outsides of upstairs windows.


CLEANING KIT ESSENTIALS

	Cloths

	Dusters

	Dustpan and brush

	Broom

	Vacuum cleaner

	Bucket

	Mop

	Old toothbrushes

	Scouring pad

	Squeegee


CLEAN YOUR KITCHEN KIT

	To get burnt-on food off stainless-steel pans, fill with a solution of 15ml (5fl oz) biological washing powder for every 1 litre (2pt) water and boil for ten minutes. Repeat then wash.

	Cast-iron pans can rust when soaked. Get rid of grease by sprinkling with salt, then washing and drying.

	For oven-proof glassware with cooked-on food, try filling with water, add a few effervescent antacid tablets and soak.

	Refresh your dishwasher by running it empty with a cup of white vinegar or lemon juice on the top rack.

	For washing lots of greasy pans, use 2tbsp baking soda with washing-up liquid.

	For stains on enamelware, fill with warm water and a tablet denture cleaner.

	Remove burnt milk by wetting the pan and sprinkling salt over it. After ten minutes a quick scrub should do the trick.

	Clean copper pans with ketchup.

	Cooked-on food in your microwave? Microwave on high for a few minutes with a bowl of lemon juice/water. Clean.

	Descale your kettle by filling with half water, half vinegar and leaving overnight. Empty, refill and boil twice before using.


GIVE YOUR FRIDGE A MAKEOVER

	Wipe spills as soon as they happen with a clean, damp cloth.

	Have some cool bags ready before you start a thorough clean-out. Turn the fridge off, throw anything away past its best, and bag up the rest of your food.

	Remove all the shelves and drawers; wash in hot, soapy water and leave to dry.

	Wash down the inside of the fridge with a soft cloth and soapy water, or a mix of 1 litre (2pt) hot water and 2 litres (4pt) bicarbonate of soda.

	Clean the rubber seals with a solution of white vinegar.

	Use an old toothbrush to clean out all the nooks and crannies.

	Can you get at the coils behind the fridge? Vacuum them gently if you can.

	Wipe down the front of the fridge door and the handle every day.

	Get rid of any mould by wiping with a mix of bleach and water. Rinse off and dry.

	Defrost the freezer every few months. Empty, turn off and put bowls of boiling water inside to speed up defrosting. Wipe away melting ice and clean.


CLEAN YOUR COOKER INSIDE & OUT

	Clean your oven regularly to prevent grime building up. Do it once a week, if you cook every day.

	Soak any removable parts (knobs, drip trays, pan supports) in hot, soapy water while cleaning the rest of the cooker.

	For an oven with stay-clean linings, don’t use ordinary detergents. Follow the manufacturer’s instructions.

	For ovens lined with untreated enamel, mix a thick paste with a few drops of water and bicarbonate of soda. Paste over the inside, leave overnight, scrub off.

	Stainless-steel oven panels need a proprietary cleaner. Rub away finger marks with a soft cloth and baby oil.

	Make an oven easier to clean by putting a bowl of water inside for about 20 minutes at a high temperature. The steam should loosen the grime.

	For the glass in oven doors, use a multi-surface kitchen cleaner.

	To clean a hob, wait until it is cool before you tackle it. Mop up light spills with kitchen paper or a damp cloth.

	Problems getting at hob crevices? Use a small scouring pad or an old toothbrush.

	Keep your cooker hood clean. Wash the inside regularly with warm, soapy water and remove grease with a blunt knife. Wash metal filters; replace paper and charcoal ones as recommended.


BACK TO NATURE WITH ALTERNATIVE CLEANERS

	Vinegar

	Bicarbonate of soda

	Lemon juice

	Salt

	Non-gel toothpaste

	Baking soda

	Oxygen bleach

	Soap nuts

	Natural detergents

	Washing balls


BRIGHTEN UP YOUR BATHROOM

	To shift WC stains, put soda crystals in overnight and flush in the morning.

	Before you start cleaning the bathroom, pop some cleaner down the WC, so it can get to work while you do the rest.

	Really dirty baths will benefit from an overnight soak with warm water plus two scoops of biological washing powder.

	Use separate cleaning cloths and wear rubber gloves when cleaning the WC. Soak the cloths in a solution of bleach after you have finished.

	Work from the least germy to the most – basin and bath, then WC.

	In hard-water areas, clean the WC with a combined cleaner and lime scale remover.

	Pour boiling water down plugholes every now and then to prevent blockages – especially if you use bath oils regularly.

	Drop a mesh strainer in the plugholes to catch hair before it blocks your drains.

	Don’t leave products on too long – it’s quite likely that they’ll cause discoloration, especially if there are worn areas or tiny cracks in the glaze.

	Avoid abrasive cleaning products; nylon-bristled brushes and elbow grease are much, much better.


A SQUEAKY-CLEAN SHOWER

	Descale a plastic shower head by removing it and soaking overnight in vinegar. Scrub, rinse and reattach.

	For a metal shower head, use a liquid descaler and follow the manufacturer’s instructions carefully.

	To get rid of mould on sealant and grout use a bleach solution and an old, soft toothbrush.

	Dry the shower cubicle with a clean towel following every use. Use a plastic squeegee, too. This will help keep mildew under control.

	To prevent a shower curtain mildewing, cut off excess length before hanging and spread it out to dry following every use.

	Remove mildew from a shower curtain by washing it in soapy water or a bleach solution and drying it in sunlight.

	To restore life to your tiles, add a few drops of washing-up liquid to warm water and rub with a soft cloth. Rinse with fresh water and dry.

	Glass tiles need a special cleaner. Don’t use anything abrasive or acidic or you’ll damage the surface.

	Test new products somewhere inconspicuous before you use them. Tiles and shower cubicles can be made from all sorts of different materials.

	If grout or sealant are too mouldy to rescue, scrape them out and re-do them.


CARE FOR WOODEN FURNITURE

	Avoid over-using spray polishes – they may form an unpleasant coating.

	Rub in beeswax a few times a year.

	Apply spray-polish to the cloth, not the furniture. Buff well to remove.

	Get rid of sticky marks with a soapy cloth, wrung out well to get rid of excess water. Rinse with a damp cloth, then dry.

	Bright sunlight and direct heat can damage furniture.

	Restore old, dry wood by rubbing in a little petroleum jelly.

	Never use abrasive cleaners or cloths.

	Wooden antiques can be high-maintenance. Research care techniques before you decide to buy.

	To clean varnished wood, use cooled, black tea.

	Dust wooden furniture regularly to keep the shine spot on.


KEEP YOUR BBQ BRILLIANTLY CLEAN

	To stop the food from burning/sticking and to make cleaning easier, coat the rack with oil before you start cooking.

	Use a wire brush for cleaning the racks – do it when they’re still warm.

	Burn off cooked-on food. After cooking, close the lid and turn up the heat.

	For normally dirty racks, you can’t beat a good soak in hot, soapy water.

	For stubborn rack dirt, remove them, spray with an oven cleaner and pop into a plastic sack overnight. Rinse with water.

	Clean a charcoal grill regularly by brushing out the ashes and scraping away the gunk that’s accumulated at the bottom.

	For a gas BBQ, check the burners regularly to ensure they’re not clogged.

	Lava rocks/ceramic briquettes? Replace when they are encrusted with food.

	To re-paint a grill, use a wire brush then sandpaper to get down to the metal. Finish with several thin coats of BBQ paint.

	Use an old toothbrush to clean the controls, burners and other fiddly bits.


SHINE UP YOUR SILVER

	Rub white toothpaste onto the tarnish and polish with a soft cloth.

	Make a paste of baking soda and water. Rub on with a clean, damp sponge, rinse with warm water and polish.

	Silver-polishing gloves are handy.

	Wear plastic/cotton gloves, not rubber, if you’re using a commercial cleaner.

	Prevent tarnish forming by storing silver in a cool, dry place, rolled in a soft cloth and then sealed in a plastic bag.

	For cracks and crevices, in small pieces, line a dish with aluminium foil, pour in hot water plus a little baking soda to cover the silver. Rinse, dry and polish with a soft, clean cloth.

	Avoid using abrasives/chemicals – they can scratch and wear the surface.

	If you are using silver plate or cutlery, don’t let it stand with food on it.

	Spray on a clear lacquer to achieve long-term protection.

	Use silver frequently – it’s really the best way to stop tarnishing.


DEAL WITH HOUSEHOLD PESTS

	To deter pests in the first place, clean all surfaces and cupboards regularly.

	Cover food and don’t leave piles of dirty crockery around for too long.

	Empty and clean bins regularly.

	Seal any small gaps through which pests and rodents might squeeze.

	Track where ants are coming from to locate the nest, then pour ant powder or boiling water down into it.

	Hate commercial fly spray? Try burning strongly scented essential oils.

	Eradicate carpet beetles by treating areas with insecticide. Put small items in a sealed bag in a freezer for two weeks. Wash clothes, fabrics, rugs in hot water.

	Discourage mice by storing food in sealed containers. Leave bait or use traps.

	If you find a bees’ nest, search for a beekeeper who can safely remove it.

	To eliminate cockroaches and wasps, get professional help.


BANISH BAD SMELLS

	Sprinkle a stinky carpet with bicarbonate of soda, leave for 15 minutes and then vacuum thoroughly.

	Spray stale curtains with a solution of two parts’ water/one part vinegar.

	Cooking fish can leave a terrible pong. Boil a pan of water and add the juice and rinds of two/three lemons. Continue boiling for 20 minutes or so.

	To absorb general cooking smells, leave a bowl of vinegar next to the stove.

	If your fridge smells, spread a layer of baking soda or fresh coffee grounds on a tray and leave in the fridge overnight.

	Use a fan to help circulate air as well well as opening doors and windows.

	For smoky smells, wash the tar off surfaces with hot, soapy water and shampoo carpets thoroughly.

	To freshen the air, light a candle.

	For drain odours from garbage disposal, grind a couple of chopped lemons.

	For a smell of fresh laundry, tape fabric dryer sheets over air vents.


CHOOSE A HOME COMPUTER

	Laptop, desktop, notebook or tablet? Think hard about the trade-off between portability and function.

	Plan ahead. How will you use your computer both now and in the future?

	Is screen size important? Will you want to watch films, play games, design graphics or just write emails?

	Will you want to plug external devices (printer, TV, monitor, scanner or camcorder) into the computer? If so, check that it has enough appropriate ports.

	Think about space on the hard drive. It’s surprising how quickly it can fill up, especially if you store pictures or music. But there’s no point in paying for more memory than you’ll need. At least 320 GB is a good starting point for most people.

	Mac or PC? Each has its ardent fans.

	Get enough RAM (random access memory) so that your computer will run efficiently. Aim for at least 2 GB.

	Check what disc drive is included. Do you need one at all? As a basic you’ll probably want a CD-ROM drive that reads CDs and plays music. You may also want to play Blu-ray films, record music or write to blank disks.

	For word-processing, spreadsheets and internet research you won’t need as much memory, disk space and processing speed as if you’re planning to use the computer for gaming and graphic design.

	The more you spend, the more likely you are to get the latest software. It might last longer than a cheaper model, too.


THE PERFECT HOME PRINTER

	Inkjet or laser? Inkjets tend to produce higher-quality photo prints; laser printers are better for text.

	Only printing photographs? Consider a mini photo printer – they can connect straight to your camera.

	An all-in-one printer is ideal if you want to print, scan, photocopy and fax but need to save space in your room.

	Want to print wirelessly? Look for a wireless-enabled printer.

	Need high-quality printing? Choose a printer with a high resolution.

	Got large documents to print? Then go for a printer that can cope with large sizes of paper as well as standard.

	Tortoise or hare? Check out your prospective printer’s speed before you buy.

	Borderless printing is great when you want photos to fill the entire page.

	A printer that can print double-sided will save energy and money.

	The cost of replacement ink cartridges can really mount up. You need to factor this in when you are budgeting for a new printer.


CREATE YOUR OWN WEBSITE

	What’s going to be on your website? Plan your words and pictures carefully.

	Look at other sites to work out what to emulate and what to avoid.

	Choose and register a domain name – it could be your business name or something that people will find easily.

	Choose a web host and sign up for an account with them.

	Start to design your pages (or hire a professional web designer). You’ll need a web editor: some are free, some not.

	Test your pages as you design them, to make sure they work properly with all the main browsers. Test all links, too.

	Make sure your site is easy to navigate. Minimize clicking around. There should be a link to the home page and a menu on every page.

	Each page should hold a reasonable amount of information – but not too much. Readers don’t want to have to scroll through loads of words.

	Movies, sound and animation can slow your site down and annoy visitors. Unless they’re vital to your site, avoid them.

	Think about what the user will want to see on your site. Go for clarity, simplicity and useful information – you can always add the bells and whistles later.


WRITE A BLOG

	Decide on your message. What are you going to write about?

	Want to try to make money? Work out whether there’s a potential income stream related to your topic. For example, is there related merchandise?

	Choose a blog platform that suits your needs. Generally, the ‘hosted’ ones are free or cheap and easy to set up, but aren’t as flexible as the stand-alone type.

	Use your own tone of voice to convey your personal enthusiasms.

	Make your writing interesting/useful.

	How much should you write? Bear in mind that most people don’t spend much time reading content online.

	Visual content (photos) adds interest.

	Make your blog interactive. Not just comments, but perhaps polls, videos or tutorials. It will keep your readers involved.

	Use categories for each post, tagging elements. Visitors will find info easily.

	Blogs often fall by the wayside. Set aside time to update yours regularly.


WHAT TO LOOK FOR IN A MOBILE

	Does size matter? Some people prefer tiny phones; others prefer to use easy-to-use buttons or large screens.

	What about shape? Choose between bar-shaped phones, sliders and clamshells/flip phones – it’s a personal thing.

	Touch-screen phones have the keypad on the screen. They may be cool, but may take getting used to.

	Check out battery life; the longer they last the better.

	Do you require internet access? If so, you’ll need a web-enabled phone.

	Lots of contacts? Find a phone that can store plenty of names and numbers.

	Instant messaging/email important to you? Ensure the phone supports them.

	Get snap-happy with a camera – some are better than others. Look for high megapixel resolution and built-in flash.

	Consider Bluetooth technology. If the phone has it, you can connect with a headset and sync data with other devices.

	Conventional or smart phone? Smart phones can access a vast array of apps, ranging from games to business tools.


TEXT MESSAGING FAUX PAS TO AVOID

	Rambling

	Rudeness

	Bad news

	Sad news

	Dumping a partner

	Spelling mistakes

	Drunkenness

	Middle of the night

	Wrong number

	Confidential info


CHOOSE A PHONE PROVIDER

	Work out exactly how much you’ll use your phone, for calls, texts and surfing the internet. You can do a rough calculation from your last six months of bills.

	Choose a provider that offers the cheapest tariff for your needs – it’s expensive to go over your allowance. Build a little leeway into the monthly fee.

	If you use your phone most at off-peak times, find a provider that has a tariff to match.

	If you regularly call one person or a small group of people, look for discounts.

	Need coverage in rural areas or abroad? Check coverage maps to see what’s available to you.

	Already got a handset? Then you’ll get a better deal if you just buy a sim card with the tariff.

	If you want to buy a specific handset, do online comparisons for the best deals.

	Pay-as-you-go contracts are good for lighter users, and they don’t tie you down.

	Research reliability. Some providers come higher than others in surveys.

	Check the contract and question whatever you’re unclear about. Don’t sign up for a long one unless you’re sure you want it. A short contract lets you shop around again sooner.


TVS FOR TECHNOPHOBES

	What screen size suits you best? Think about your home space and how far away you’ll be sitting from the screen.

	Which screen type? Plasma is great for colour accuracy and smooth action scenes, LCD is cheaper and good in bright rooms, while LED is energy-efficient and displays blacks well.

	Love films and sport? A high-definition TV offers the best picture quality.

	Want to get online via your TV? You’ll need a Smart TV or a network media player connected to your TV, wireless router and broadband.

	Can’t get enough of 3D? Then choose a 3D TV – but remember that you’ll have to sit there wearing the glasses.

	Stereo or surround-sound? Sound quality is as important as the pictures.

	Save space by buying a TV with a built-in DVD player.

	Save space by wall-mounting your TV. Choose from fixed, tilting or articulated.

	TVs dominate a room – so think carefully about colour and style.

	It can be tricky to set up a new TV. Why not get a professional on the job if you’re unsure what to do?


AWESOME MUSIC SYSTEMS

	All-in-one systems are convenient, but for optimum sound quality, go for separate components.

	Invest in your amplifier – it’s the key to a good system. Make sure it has plenty of inputs so that you can add new components when necessary.

	Want to listen to radio, too? Then choose an amp with a built-in tuner.

	What will you connect to your system – CD player, turntable, iPod dock, laptop or network music player (for listening to streamed music from the internet)?

	The right speakers are vital. Biggest isn’t always best – how much space do you have? What styles do you prefer? How loudly will you crank up your sounds?

	For music in more than one room, either buy an amp with two sets of outputs or invest in a wi-fi system.

	Buy a good-quality DAC. It converts digital to analogue signals to give richly detailed, clean sound.

	Optimize your system’s performance with quality cables and keep cable runs as short as possible.

	Place speakers at ear level on stands and make sure they’re level and rigid.

	Optimize speaker positions for the best sound. They need to be about 2.1m (7ft) apart and 2.7m (9ft) away from you to create the ideal listening triangle.


SET UP A HOME CINEMA

	Don’t be put off by home cinema system acronyms. The basics are similar to setting up a music system.

	A typical home cinema system includes a receiver, DVD player/recorder, subwoofer and mini speakers.

	In a small room you might not have space for loads of separates, especially five speakers. Opt for an all-in-one unit.

	Cables clogging up your room? Buy a little extra length and run them under the skirting boards for tidiness.

	It’s all about positioning. Put front speakers about 1.5m (5ft) away from the TV on either side. The centre channel goes above/below the TV, centrally, at the same height as the front speakers. Place the rear speakers behind your sofa on either side and try out spots for the subwoofer until everything sounds great.

	Buy the best cables you can afford – especially the ones carrying video signals.

	Connect your games console to the system to get more fun from gaming.

	Add a media streamer/network media player to your system so you can watch movies from your hard drive/internet.

	Store your digital music/films on an external device, to avoid using computer space. It can be accessed at all times.

	Make life easier with a universal remote that controls all your kit.


PREVENT IDENTITY THEFT

	Shred old bank statements, bills, ATM receipts or anything else printed with your personal information.

	When buying online, check that the website has good security – usually indicated by a small padlock at the bottom right of the screen, or an ‘s’ after the http.

	Take care at the ATM. When entering your PIN number, make sure no one’s looking over your shoulder.

	Check your bank/credit card statements regularly and diligently.

	Review your credit report at least once a year, so you can spot any anomalies.

	Choose secure passwords (a mixture of upper and lower case letters and numbers) for online security. Change them often.

	Before you dump a dead computer, make sure the drive data is destroyed. You might need technical help to buy a product.

	To make it easier to cancel cards if there’s a problem, stick them all on a photocopier once in a while and keep the single sheet of paper in a secure place.

	Don’t give out personal information unless it’s absolutely necessary. Never, ever give it to cold-callers.

	Don’t keep personal documents in your wallet and only carry the credit/debit cards you need on the day.


GARDEN BASICS FOR BEGINNERS

	Who will use the garden and what for? Whether you’re updating an existing garden, rescuing a jungle or starting from scratch, think about design. If your garden is a space for family fun, it needs to be planned differently from a formal garden, or one in which you want to grow vegetables, sunbathe or keep chickens.

	What’s your style? It will influence your garden design. Cottage garden abundance or modern minimalism? Do you like colourful flowers, tall trees, neat containers, water features or decking? How much space do you need? How much time do you want to spend caring for it?

	Put fundamentals in place before luxuries. You may love fountains, ponds or sculptures, but a shed, washing line and water butt may be more practical.

	Work out which way your garden faces and how much sun it gets, and when. Some plants thrive in full sun and dry soil; others prefer dark, damp places. Where do walls, fences or trees create shade?

	Work out which areas are prone to receiving frost, wind or sun. Choose the right plants for the right places.

	Know about your soil type. Choosing plants to suit it could make the difference between success and failure. Have you got a decent depth of topsoil? If not, import some. Is it mostly clay or sand? Sticky clay soils retain water while gritty, sandy soils are good for drainage. Buy a PH testing kit to find out whether your soil is acid or alkaline. There are plants for each type.

	If you’re taking over a badly neglected garden, clear weedy areas with chemicals or by strimming and covering with old carpet for several weeks. But don’t rush to cut everything down. There could be gems among the horrors once you’ve tidied up and given them space and light.

	Get to know plant classifications. Annuals live and die in a year, biennials in two years, while perennials regrow yearly. Shrubs have woody stems and are usually bush-like. If you are time-poor, choose low-maintenance herbaceous perennials and grasses/shrubs, avoiding delicate plants.

	When drawing up your planting plan, mark choices with a circle indicating final spread. Put the tallest plants at the backs of borders and include ‘star’ and ‘supporting’ plants in complementary colours and shapes for year-round interest.

	Gardening isn’t a quick fix – it’s a long-term thing. It takes time and trial and error to find out which plants thrive and which ones fail in your garden.


ESSENTIAL GARDENING TOOLS

	Spade

	Fork

	Rake

	Hoe

	Watering can

	Secateurs

	Trowel

	Bucket

	Wheelbarrow

	Kneeler


LAY A NEW LAWN

	Preparation is key. Mark out the position of the new lawn and clear the area of plants or weeds. Remove large stones and use a garden fork to break up the soil surface. Add a thin layer of topsoil and even some granular fertilizer if your existing soil isn’t too good.

	The lawn area must be level. Once you’ve raked it and allowed it to settle, tread it firmly to compact it. Don’t do this when the ground is too wet. Water lightly.

	The easy method of laying a new lawn is to unroll turfs. Get them delivered the day you need them and lay them straight away. For neatness, overlap the edges of the area by about 5cm (2in) and trim later.

	Butt edges, but stagger the joints between rolls, so you don’t get a long line. Work a layer of sand/fine soil into gaps.

	Use wooden boards as pathways, so that you don’t tread on your new turf while you are laying it.

	Get rid of any air pockets by tamping down newly laid turf with the back of a garden rake.

	Grass seed is cheaper than turf, and not too difficult to use. Choose the correct seed for your garden – shady, drought-tolerant, fine or family-friendly.

	Sow grass seed either in spring or at the end of summer on a calm day. Use the correct amount to cover your area, sow evenly, then lightly rake the surface.

	Don’t walk on the new lawn, or mow it, for at least a couple of weeks.

	Water the new lawn every day for a fortnight, then regularly until it’s well established.


MOW LIKE A PRO

	Mow the lawn once a week from early spring to late autumn, unless the weather is very dry. Regular mowing, when done little and often, encourages a vigorous growth and deters weeds.

	Pick up any sticks, stones or debris before you start.

	Mow when the grass is dry, to reduce clumping, improve mulching and avoid spreading disease over the lawn.

	Trim any hard-to-get-at areas first, then mow the lawn in straight lines and finish with a ‘clean-up’ lap that goes around the edges.

	Only cut off one-third of the leaf blade, to help the grass thrive.

	Mow in many different directions to prevent wear patterns, encourage upright growth and give a smart, stripy effect.

	Don’t leave cut grass to clog up your lawn. Instead, put the clippings onto your compost pile.

	Grass clippings make a good top-dressing for the lawn at the beginning and end of the season.

	If your grass gets very long, don’t chop it all in one go. It’s less of a shock to the plant if you cut it back over two or three mowing sessions.

	Keep sharp! Blunt mower blades won’t work properly and can spread disease.


DEAL WITH SLUGS

	Place commercial traps or recycled margarine tubs on top of the soil. At dusk fill them with cheap, fresh beer. Next morning, they should be filled with dead drunken slugs. Repeat every evening.

	Caffeine is effective at dispatching slugs. Surround plants under attack with a mulch of used coffee grounds to deter the critters and feed the plants.

	Leave citrus rinds out overnight near slug-prone plants, then collect and throw away (covered with slugs) next morning.

	Iron phosphate in a commercial, slug-attracting bait is very effective. Scatter pellets around plants in peril.

	Use a spray bottle of white vinegar for slugs that aren’t actually on the plants.

	Go for a toad. Avoid pesticides, provide water low to the ground and a damp shady spot for them to hide. These wonderful nocturnal predators will eat lots of slugs.

	Lay old planks between beds. The slugs will crawl underneath. Come morning, lift the planks, scraping all slugs into a bucket.

	Buy copper plant guards or adorn raised bed frames with copper flashing.

	Crushed eggshells and sharp grit will deter slugs from attacking tender plants.

	Get a duck! These feathered friends are among nature’s finest slug-eaters.


MAKE YOUR OWN COMPOST

	Buy or make a suitable compost bin. Alternatively just create a heap, preferably topped with a piece of hessian-backed carpet to keep the heat in.

	Choose a good site for your bin. It’ll be best in sun or partial shade and directly on soil. If you have to put it on concrete, tarmac or patio slabs, layer soil and twigs on the bottom to persuade worms and other creatures to move in.

	Start your compost bin in spring, and for best results combine ‘greens’ (soft, green, nitrogen-rich material), and ‘browns’ (dry, brown, carbon-rich material), in even quantities.

	Place woody material at the bottom to help air circulation.

	Don’t put loads of grass clippings in together. Combine with some woody, brown material to create a better mix.

	Chop stems and leaves up with a spade. Hire a shredder if you have lots of woody material.

	Leave out weeds that have seeds or strong roots, diseased plants or any that are contaminated with weed killer. Avoid cooked food, meat, fish and dairy products, which can attract rats, and never put in cat or dog waste.

	Turn your compost with a fork to help it rot down more speedily. You could also add a nitrogen-rich ‘activator’.

	After nine to 12 months your compost should be ready to use. If some of it isn’t fully broken down, pick it out and add it to your next batch. It will rot eventually.

	If your compost bin smells, it’s probably too wet. Simply turn it and add more dry materials. Seal in the smell by topping with spent potting compost.


MAKE & USE MULCHES

	Mulching – what’s that? A layer of material is spread over the soil to regulate temperature, suppress weeds and retain moisture. It’s best done mid to late spring.

	Clear weeds before mulching.

	Cover whole beds rather than just surrounding the plant bases.

	Choose organic mulch to improve your soil. It gradually breaks down and releases nutrients into it.

	Make organic mulches from garden compost, manure, composted bark/straw, wood chips or mushroom compost.

	Leaf mould makes an excellent mulch. Gather fallen leaves in open-topped plastic sacks and let them stand for a year or two.

	Spread organic mulches 10cm (4in) deep, but not too close to plant bases.

	Inorganic mulches are great for better surface drainage. They discourage moss.

	For decorative effect, choose gravel, grit, stone chips or pebbles and lay it about 2.5–5cm (1–2in) deep.

	For really efficient weed suppression, use a woven fabric/plastic sheeting, cut to fit, disguised with another mulch on top.


GARDEN SHED ESSENTIALS

	Mower

	Leaf blower

	String trimmer

	Edge cutters

	Hedge clippers

	Plant pots

	Seed trays

	Potting soil

	Fertilizer

	Radio


ALL ABOUT ORGANIC GARDENING

	Avoid chemical fertilizers. Use compost, leaf mould, manure or seaweed.

	Green manure is good for veg patches. Plant mustard, rape or phacelia in vacant ground and dig in before they set seed.

	Use organic mulches to improve your soil, retain water and keep weeds at bay.

	Trap or gently pick off pests rather than killing them with chemicals.

	Shun poisonous weed-killers. Weed by hand with a hoe or fork, or cover the area with plastic or old carpet.

	Employ contract killers. Introduce roundworms to tackle slugs, for example.

	Look out for plant-derived alternatives to synthetic pesticides, such as derris, pyrethrum and soap solutions.

	Save rainwater and install a butt, connected to a shed or greenhouse roof.

	Use ‘grey’ water to water garden plants – but not crops, lawns or seedlings.

	Healthy plants can defend themselves better from pests. Buy quality seeds or plants and take care of your soil.


WILD & WONDERFUL WILDLIFE GARDENING

	Build a pond in a sunny place, away from trees and attract everything from dragonflies to newts and frogs. Don’t add fish, though!

	Set a slope up on one side of your pond so amphibians can crawl out, and plant the pond with non-invasive oxygenators. Clean it regularly.

	Provide a nesting box and feeding station (with food!) to attract birds.

	To tempt butterflies and bees, you need plants that have plenty of pollen and nectar, as well as open blooms.

	Chuck a couple of logs in an undisturbed corner and wait for helpful creatures to move in.

	Buy or make a bee box and give that solitary bee a home.

	Choose plants with seeds and berries for birds in winter. Don’t cut seed heads back too early.

	Avoid using chemicals in the garden – it’s a sure-fire way to banish wildlife.

	Leave a patch of lawn uncut to provide seeds and nectar for insects and birds.

	Your compost bin is the ideal breeding ground for insects, worms, mites and other animals.


PLANT A HANGING BASKET

	Use peat-free, multi-purpose compost mixed with a handful of controlled-release fertilizer granules and water-retaining gel.

	Before planting, keep your basket steady by standing it in a pot.

	Line the basket with coconut fibre or suitable liner material.

	To retain water, lay a plastic bag on top of the fibre and cut around the edges.

	Put a 2.5cm (1in) layer of compost in the base. At soil level, make three slits through the liner and fibre at the sides.

	To prevent damage to roots and stems, wrap the plants for the sides of the basket in tubes of paper. Push the tubes through the holes, from the inside, until the plants’ root balls lie snugly against the liner. Unwrap the paper and firm the soil around the root balls.

	Fill two-thirds of the basket with soil, then add another layer of plants. Fill with compost, leaving a 3cm (¾in) gap at the basket lip and finish by planting the top. Water really well.

	Only hang your basket outside once all risk of frost has passed. Water daily.

	Encourage more flowers by removing spent blooms two to three times a week.

	For brilliant blooms, boost plants with a weekly liquid feed.


BRILLIANT HANGING BASKET PLANTS

	Begonia

	Diascia

	Fuchsia

	Helicrysum

	Impatiens

	Lobelia

	Nepeta

	Pelargonium

	Petunia

	Viola


GROW A HEDGE

	Be considerate to neighbours. Hedges take up more space than fences, create shade and need care on both sides.

	Formal or informal? Choose an informal hedge that’s a mix of different shrubs and hardly needs pruning or a formal hedge, all of one type, clipped into an even shape.

	Good choices for a formal, evergreen hedge include yew, Lawson cypress, box, privet and shrubby honeysuckle. Deciduous hedges, such as hawthorn and hornbeam, are better for windy gardens.

	For a successful hedge, it all starts with soil preparation. Six weeks before you plan to plant, clear away perennial weeds and dig over a trench the length of the hedge and about 90–120cm (3–4ft) wide, adding plenty of garden compost or well-rotted farmyard manure.

	Buy a few more plants than you’ll need in case some die. Keep them in containers until you’re sure the hedge is a success.

	To mark the line of your hedge use a couple of pegs and a length of string. Check that the planting intervals are correct, depending on the species, and dig holes for the plants.

	Once you’ve planted – at the original planting depth – firm the plants in by pressing down with your feet around them, then water really well and cover the area with a mulch.

	Water a young hedge in dry spells and fertilize it every spring.

	If you want a formal hedge, clip it as it grows to create a wedge shape.

	While your young hedge is growing, put up a temporary boundary with wire netting or bamboo. The hedge will eventually grow around them.


BEST IN SHOW: GROW VEGETABLES

	Great home-grown vegetables need four key ingredients – good soil, shelter, sunshine and water. So choose the position of your vegetable patch wisely, or your produce will not flourish.

	Aim for decent topsoil depth. At least 20cm (8in) is good, but 30–45cm (12–18in) is better. Add organic matter, such as manure or mushroom compost.

	Truly terrible soil? Make raised beds and fill them with imported topsoil.

	If you have marauding wildlife nearby – such as rabbits or deer – fence them out or they’ll go crazy for your crops.

	Aim to ‘rotate’ your crops – in other words, plant different things in the beds each year. This will help to maintain the quality of the soil and avoid a build-up of pests and diseases.

	Never tread on your growing beds – so about 1.2m (4ft) is a good maximum width, meaning you can reach to the middle from either side. It’s useful to lay paths between them that are wide enough to take a handy wheelbarrow.

	Dig in plenty of organic manure and fertilizer every year.

	Most vegetables are grown from seed. An easy way to do this is to sow direct into the ground. Start as soon as you see seedlings appear in your garden. The soil should be fine and you’ll need to thin out the seeds once they have a pair of leaves.

	Protect tomatoes, cucumbers, early crops and some squash by sowing them in containers and keeping them under cover (in a greenhouse, cold frame, polytunnel or on a sunny porch).

	If you haven’t got room to grow vegetables in your garden, use containers instead. Choose good-sized ones with holes in the bottom for drainage and use multi-purpose compost. Water and fertilize them regularly.


TASTY TOMATOES

	Think about sun and shade. Small tomatoes are fine planted outside against a sunny wall, but larger varieties prefer a greenhouse in which to ripen properly.

	Tomatoes hate wind and frost. Grow them in a sheltered position and, if they’re at risk from cold, protect with fleece.

	For fabulous fruiting, just before planting your tomato seedlings, add organic potash to the soil. Good sources are fresh wood ash and chopped comfrey.

	When planting tomato seedlings, pop them in deep to encourage root growth.

	Keep roots moist but not waterlogged. Regular watering prevents the fruit splitting. To get water to the lower root system, sink a pierced plastic bottle into the soil next to each plant and add a litre (2pt) of water a day in hot weather.

	If you’re growing tomatoes in pots or bags, feed them every week.

	Use supports. Tie your tomatoes loosely to a cane or string so they don’t go floppy.

	‘Pinching out’ is a regular job for tomato growers. It means snapping off the small sideshoots, which would otherwise use up valuable water and nutrients. Don’t do it on bush varieties, though.

	Don’t water just before you pick your tomatoes – the plant absorbs water so quickly it will reduce flavour intensity.

	Save your seeds! Scoop some out of the tomato, leave it to dry and store in a labeled envelope, in a cool, dry place.


A ROSE BY ANY OTHER NAME

	There’s a world of roses out there. Make sure you choose a type that suits the spot in which you want to plant it – large, mini, rambling – the choice is yours.

	Rambling roses are fine near trees, but other types don’t like too much competition from large roots.

	Soak up the sun. Roses like a position where they’ll get a few hours’ sun each day.

	Add manure before planting. Put well-rotted manure/compost into the hole.

	Plant your rose at the correct height. The base of the stem should be about 2.5cm (1in) below the soil level.

	Feed your rose with fertilizer at the start of the growing season. If it’s a repeat-flowering variety, feed again two or three months later.

	Roses prefer cool, moist roots. Cover the surrounding area with deep mulch and give them the occasional lavish watering.

	Pruning roses is an art. Do it every year just before spring growth starts. On all roses, cut away weak, dead, diseased, crossed, straggly or woody stems.

	Cut repeat-flowering shrub roses back by one-third to two-thirds, but cut back bush roses by a half to three-quarters. Leave non-repeating shrubs and ramblers alone, or prune lightly to shape. With climbers, remove older stems and cut back last year’s flowering shoots to 15cm (6in).

	If you want hips, don’t deadhead your flowers. All roses produce hips, which make great food for birds and a variety of other wildlife.


FABULOUS FRUIT

	For a really good harvest, plant two different varieties of the same fruit tree. If you only have room for one variety, choose one that’s self-pollinating.

	The essentials for growing any fruit are good, well-drained soil and plenty of sunlight. Fruit also needs lots of water.

	Plants/trees need water most when they’re flowering and developing fruit.

	Classic orchard trees require space. Plant at least 2.4m (8ft) apart. If you’re short of space, consider growing dwarf trees or berry bushes.

	A great way to grow fruit without taking up masses of space is to train the tree flat against a wall or fence.

	It takes several years for trees to produce fruit.

	Most fruit will grow in a sunny garden, but if yours is shady, choose alpine strawberries, acid cherries, red or white currants or gooseberries.

	A late frost can be fatal for fruit. Avoid planting in frost pockets and, if subzero temperatures are forecast, move containers indoors or protect temporarily with fleece, polythene or a glass cloche.

	Use netting and fences to protect fruit from birds and small mammals.

	Keep diseases at bay by removing fallen leaves and fruit, cut off parts that appear infected and prune on a dry day.


SUCCESS WITH SEEDS

	Remember the things a seed needs to grow: warmth, air, light and water.

	Collect seeds from plants in your own garden. Choose your healthiest plants and pop the whole seed head in a paper bag, cut off, label and date the bag. Store in a cool, dry, dark and well-ventilated place.

	Don’t throw away commercial seed packets – they give useful information.

	Most seeds can be planted as they are, but some require special treatment to help them germinate. Information on the packet will tell you whether you have to soak them overnight, nick with a knife, rub with sandpaper or chill in the fridge.

	Some seeds can be sown straight outdoors, but many must be started inside. Sow at the recommended depth – the larger the seed, the deeper.

	When sowing into a pot, use your index finger and thumb to sprinkle seeds sparingly onto the compost. Cover with a fine layer of vermiculite or sieved compost. Water and keep warm and dark.

	Bring the seedlings into the light as soon as you see little shoots. Keep them moist but not waterlogged.

	When seedlings are large enough to handle, prick out to avoid overcrowding. Use a dibber to help pull them out by their leaves and re-plant in individual pots. Put the weakest ones in your compost.

	A few weeks before you want to plant them out, get your sensitive seedlings used to the cold by gradually moving them into colder spots during the day.

	Once they’re hardened-off and the weather is OK, plant in your garden.


BEAUTIFUL BULBS

	Iris

	Daffodil

	Tulip

	Crocus

	Anemone

	Dahlia

	Lily

	Begonia

	Cyclamen

	Snowdrop


DIVIDE TO MAKE NEW PLANTS

	If you have a large herbaceous potted perennial, divide it before planting it out in your garden.

	Just choose from the healthiest plants – others aren’t worth the trouble.

	Divide from early spring to late summer. The ideal time depends on each plant – research carefully before you start.

	Water your chosen plant a few hours before you dig it up.

	Cut down stems to see your progress.

	Carefully dig up the whole crown and shake off excess soil. Remove any weeds.

	The best parts of the plant for dividing are usually around the edges.

	Pull the crown or mass of roots apart with your fingers or a garden fork. You might need to cut it with a knife/secateurs.

	Each smaller segment you create should have healthy roots and strong buds.

	Re-plant your segments straight away, at the same depth as before.


WHAT TO GROW WITH KIDS

	Sunflowers

	Runner beans

	Cress

	Sweet peas

	Chives

	Strawberries

	Pansies

	Lamb’s ears

	Marigolds

	Lettuces


TAKE CUTTINGS

	Always choose a healthy plant to take cuttings from.

	To avoid spreading diseases, always use fresh compost and a clean container.

	Buy special, free-draining cuttings compost, or make your own by mixing sieved leaf mould with horticultural sand.

	Space out your cuttings once planted – their leaves should not touch each other.

	Cover trays of cuttings with a lid, or pop a plastic bag around a pot.

	Choose healthy, young, non-flowering stems of softwood cuttings in spring and early summer.

	Take root cuttings in winter. Only remove a few roots from each plant.

	Remove hardwood cuttings from deciduous trees, shrubs, roses and climbers after the leaves have fallen. Take a long, straight stem that has plenty of buds.

	Take semi-ripe cuttings from broad-leaved evergreens, climbers, conifers and tender perennials between mid-summer and mid-autumn.

	Only transplant cuttings once you have a good root system as well as leaves. Softwood cuttings root in a couple of months; for others it could take six months.


PERFECT DEADHEADING/PRUNING

	Why deadhead? It stops plants from setting seed and persuades them to keep producing flowers for longer. Snap off whole dead stalks if they’re long or just nip off the dead bloom. For bulbs, snap off the dead head and leave the stalk.

	Deadhead any time from when the bloom is past its best.

	Prune any branches that are dead, diseased, broken, crossed or too crowded.

	When pruning lots of tall, slender stems (grasses) tie the tops together.

	To make a plant more bushy, pinch out the tip of the main growing stem when it’s about 5–7cm (2–3in) tall.

	When to prune? Usually before spring growth begins or after flowering.

	When pruning a shrub, cut each branch off just above a young sideshoot.

	Make every cut clean and at an angle to prevent disease taking hold.

	Make pruning easier by selecting the right tool for the job, depending on the thickness of the stem or branch to be cut.

	Care for your pruning tools. You’ll do a better job if you keep secateurs, loppers, pruners, knives and saws sharp. Wipe any sap off after use and oil lightly.


BRRRR: PREVENT FROST DAMAGE

	Choose plants that can survive your local climate. If in doubt, observe what does well in neighbouring gardens.

	You may get pockets of frost. Choose hardy plants for these areas of the garden.

	If frost is forecast, move plants in containers to a sheltered spot or put them against a south-facing wall. Tender plants need to be brought indoors.

	A glass cloche makes a pretty protector.

	Wrap some horticultural fleece around plants that need protecting, keeping it well fastened or pegged down. You can also use straw, newspaper, sacking or a very light blanket.

	Pots can suffer in frost, too. Wrap them in fleece and raise them on feet.

	Don’t walk on frosty grass – it will cause damage.

	Shrubs can be lifted out of the ground by frost. Firm them back in.

	Add a thick layer of mulch to the soil to stop it freezing.

	Lag outside tap pipework.


COOL TOOL STORAGE

	Clean all the soil off your tools before you put them away.

	Never put your tools away wet.

	Wipe metal blades with a little oil every time you use them.

	Neatly coil away cables and hoses, checking for kinks as you go.

	Clean pots and stack them by size and shape – they’ll take up less space.

	Hooks are ideal to hang tools out of the way but close at hand.

	Rub linseed oil into the wooden shafts of garden tools to preserve them.

	Sharpen blades before putting away – secateurs tend to blunt the quickest.

	Tie canes in a bundle, in length order, and stack them.

	Always store weed-killer and other potentially dangerous chemicals out of the reach of animals and children.


GARDENS FOR OUTDOOR LIVING

	Use screens, changes of level or plantings to create different areas.

	Cheap and easy garden pep-ups include painting an unattractive fence or lopping back overhanging branches.

	Allocate a space near the house as a dining area. Whether decked, paved, tiled or bricked, it should be stable and level.

	Add a generously sized table and comfy chairs. Store all cushions inside.

	Create a play area for children – visible for younger ones, more private for teens.

	Provide lighting to allow you to enjoy your garden after the sun has set.

	You’ll need shade, especially over a dining table/play area. Permanent shading could be a gazebo, arbour or fabric awning fixed to hooks in walls or trees. A garden umbrella is an inexpensive option.

	Create a private corner for quiet relaxation: anything from a hammock to a sun lounger, a bean bag to a steamer chair.

	Children love dens and treehouses. Or make a tepee by knotting bamboos together and throwing a blanket over it.

	Storage is important outside. A small shed is vital for BBQ accessories, folded furniture, cushions, toys and lanterns.


DESIGN HARD LANDSCAPING

	Try to invest in high-quality materials where you can, reserving cheaper ones for unseen areas, such as behind garden sheds.

	Choose solid materials near entrances/seating – gravel gets too scattered.

	Keep paving sizes in proportion to the overall size of your garden.

	Avoid shallow steps between different levels – they’re all too easy to trip on.

	Economize by using standard sizes/designs to minimize cutting/wastage.

	Consider how material types will work with the style of your house and garden.

	Stick to two landscaping materials (plus lawn) to avoid an overly fussy look.

	Ask for samples from yards/merchants and try them out in your garden first.

	Check that stones, tiles and bricks are frost-proof before you buy.

	Bring new life to dull or cheap paving by painting with outdoor floor paint or topping with fresh gravel/pebbles.


PLANTS FOR A SCENTED GARDEN

	Butterly bush

	Escallonia

	Verbena

	Rose

	Jasmine

	Katsura tree

	Sweet bay

	Honeysuckle

	Tobacco plant

	Night-scented stock


WONDERFUL WATER FEATURES

	Classical fountain or modern minimal spout? Ensure that the feature you’ve got your eye on suits your garden style/size.

	Off-the-peg garden features may be too small for most normal garden spaces.

	Location is key. Do you want to sit and look at the feature, discover it in a hidden corner or hear it wherever you are?

	Listen before buying. A water feature can create a relaxing backdrop or a racket that you can’t wait to switch off!

	How will the feature look when it is switched off? It won’t be on constantly.

	Maintenance is vital. Work out how much you’ll have to do before you decide which one to buy.

	In a patio garden or a courtyard, choose a container water feature such as a stone trough, wooden barrel, old sink or large pot which has all its drainage holes blocked up.

	Add a long, shallow ramp to attract wildlife to your water feature.

	Prevent algae growing by shading the feature. Adding a little beneficial bacteria should help – or get scrubbing!

	It’s ‘safety first’ wherever children and water are in proximity. A bubble fountain or shallow birdbath is safest. If in doubt, fence off your feature.


LIGHT UP YOUR GARDEN IN STYLE

	Pop tea lights into jars and set along pathways for a magical night-time effect.

	Solar lights are easy to put in, but they tend to fade and aren’t terribly bright.

	Plunge torchères into the ground for dramatic, temporary lighting.

	Some plug-in fairy lights can be used outside – check you buy the correct type.

	Permanent lighting should always be installed by a qualified electrician.

	Illuminate trees, shrubs or sculptures by angling the lights upwards.

	Use rope lighting to create a defined border for a path, patio or gazebo.

	LED lights are a great option – bright, easy to fit and energy-efficient.

	Bright, white lights create sculptural, effects – these are especially good for water/architectural features. For foliage, a softer light enhances colours and shapes.

	Don’t overwhelm your garden with too much lighting.


CHOOSE GARDEN FURNITURE

	Good-quality second-hand furniture looks great if you’re on a tight budget.

	Colour-wise, mid-toned shades are best. White or silver furniture can be glary, while black can get very hot in bright sun.

	If you want to move your furniture around, choose lightweight aluminium.

	What furniture styles suit your garden?

	Teak is the most durable wooden outdoor furniture. But check certification.

	A hammock is great if you have two sturdy trees a suitable distance apart.

	If you want a dining set, measure the space available and work out size options.

	Before you buy, try out chairs and make sure they’re really comfortable.

	Keep wooden furniture covered/stored in a weather-proof shed in winter.

	Pressure-wash/repaint old furniture to give it a new lease of life.


BZZZZ: GET STARTED IN BEEKEEPING

	Get support from a local beekeeping association. Read a book or take a course.

	New equipment is best. That way diseases won’t be passed on.

	Order bees, hives and equipment in autumn or winter, because the best time to start beekeeping is spring.

	Ideal hive location? South-facing on a hill, with a deciduous tree to provide shade in summer and a windbreak behind.

	Bees need water. Fill a shallow pan and put rocks in it for the bees to rest on.

	Wear the correct protective clothing – bees can sting through jeans.

	Don’t keep all the honey for yourself. The bees need some to last the winter.

	Spend half an hour per hive per week mid-April to August.

	Most beekeepers get stung a few times at first – you’ll build up immunity.

	Smoke calms bees, facilitating hive inspection. Burn compressed sawdust/cotton fibres or use pine needles/cones, cardboard, sawdust or wood chippings.


FEED BIRDS IN YOUR GARDEN

	Garden birds will benefit from feeding all year round, not just in winter.

	Site a bird table in a quiet, sheltered spot, with a good all-round view, away from fences from which a cat could pounce.

	Entice ground-feeding birds by placing food on wire mesh just above the ground, away from bushes that could conceal a cat.

	Clean bird tables regularly. Move them around to avoid mess build-up underneath.

	Leave the seed heads on plants to encourage bird-feeding.

	Provide your own bird food. Some birds enjoy apples, raisins or grated cheese.

	Make your own fat block by melting suet/lard into a mould (a coconut shell) or over seeds, nuts, dried fruit or oatmeal.

	Remove nylon mesh from commercial food; it can trap and injure birds.

	Provide water for drinking and bathing, too. Break ice in cold weather.

	If squirrels and/or other birds are a problem, consider installing a feeder with a guard.


CLUCK! HOW TO KEEP CHICKENS

	Who will care for the chickens when you go away? They can’t be left.

	A coop should have nest boxes, ventilation and perches.

	Your coop will be highly visible, so make sure it looks good in your garden.

	Allow coop floor space – minimum 30cm sq (12in sq) per bird, plus perch space of 30–40cm (12–16in) long each.

	Cover the floor with straw or bits of chopped cardboard. Compost after use.

	A big outdoor run will keep chickens healthy. Bury chicken wire 20cm (8in) to stop predators and cover the roof, too.

	Choose ready-mixed feed over kitchen scraps as it contains the correct nutrients.

	Buy your birds from the same breeder in one go. They’ll settle in more easily.

	Hens love to be free-range – but they’ll scratch away your garden, eat plants and leave droppings. Give them their own run.

	Supply flint grit and oyster-shell grit. If you can’t buy the latter, bake eggshells for ten minutes, then crush.


GROW IN A GREENHOUSE

	Site a greenhouse away from buildings, fences or trees that would create shade. Choose a level area, away from gusting winds. Avoid the bottom of a slope – it could be a frost pocket.

	Don’t let your greenhouse get too hot in summer. Louvres and windows that open are vital – an automatic opener is handy.

	Add shading if heat is a problem. Blinds are pricy but good-looking, while paints are cheap and functional.

	Don’t let delicate plants get chilly in winter. Insulate your greenhouse.

	For a warm-as-toast winter greenhouse add a stand-alone heater or have one powered by electricity from your house.

	Include plenty of staging and shelving to make the most of the space.

	To create a humid atmosphere in hot-weather spells, spray the greenhouse’s path and gravel with water.

	Clean the glass/structure to let in light and discourage pests/diseases.

	Add a gutter and purchase a water butt to facilitate watering.

	Install an automatic, capillary or irrigation watering system for peace-of-mind watering.


HERBS FOR A WINDOW SILL

	Mint

	Rosemary

	Basil

	Thyme

	Marjoram

	Oregano

	Parsley

	Chives

	Lavender

	Tarragon


HAPPY HOUSEPLANTS

	A warm room with an even temperature all year round is best for houseplants.

	As light levels fall in winter, move plants nearer to windows.

	Avoid placing houseplants too near to sources of heat/cold, such as open fires, radiators, draughty doors or windowsills.

	Create a humid atmosphere for your tropical plants by misting them or grouping them on a tray of damp gravel.

	Don’t over-water in cold weather.

	Never let a houseplant sit in water.

	Feed houseplants only when they’re growing; reduce or stop feeding in winter.

	Choose a controlled-release fertilizer for long-lasting effect.

	You’ll need to repot houseplants every year or so. The best time is spring and don’t forget to water before repotting.

	Keep plants looking smart. Remove diseased/dead leaves and faded flowers regularly and softly dust large leaves.

    


FRIENDS & FAMILY

[image: ]

People! There are plenty of do’s and don’ts for making sure things go with a swing. Pick up some wonderful tips for helping life with your significant others run just a little bit more smoothly – everything from wooing your beloved, tying the knot, bringing home a precious first babe to doting on your darling grandchildren.

 

CREATE YOUR INTERNET DATING PROFILE

	A well-written online dating profile is crucial to success. It’s how you make your first impression. Start by thinking very carefully about what to include. Put yourself in the shoes of the person reading it. What’s unique about you? What would attract someone to you? A good look through other profiles will show you what sort of information people include – as well as what kind of info is over-used.

	Don’t be too brief – include enough to make yourself sound interesting. Take each point and elaborate on it in an engaging way. But don’t go on for too long, either. There’s no need to include your entire life history!

	Be positive – an upbeat, cheerful tone is best. There’s no need to dwell on past bad dating/relationship experiences. Potential dates are bound to be put off by self-pity or a negative attitude.

	Be careful how you use humour. Demonstrating that you have a good sense of humour is great, but jokes can sometimes backfire if the reader can’t discern your tone of voice. Sarcasm and black humour are almost never a good idea before you’ve actually met. If in doubt, tone it down. You can showcase your fantastic wit when you meet.

	Check your grammar and spelling. While some people won’t notice mistakes, others will pick up on them and count them against you. Also, avoid teenage-type texting abbreviations – they’ll just make you look silly.

	Think about the sort of person you want to meet, and describe your priorities clearly, but without sounding fussy. Don’t be overly particular, though – it’s worth keeping an open mind at this stage.

	Be honest. There’s no point in creating a profile of a person who is not actually you – you’ll only get caught out when you start meeting your dates in real life. This doesn’t mean you shouldn’t angle your profile in a positive way, but downright fibbing is unfair to people and bound to backfire on you eventually.

	Strike a balance between boasting and being overly modest. No one likes a bragger, but underselling yourself is pointless. Think about how your best friend would describe you to someone who doesn’t know you. In fact, why not ask your best friend to help write your profile? He or she will be able to be both positive and objective.

	Avoid clichés and be original. Everyone says they love ‘romantic walks on the beach’ or ‘cuddling up on the sofa with a glass of wine’, but these are a tad obvious. Why not come up with a few original ideas? Explain them in your own, individual way and it will attract the right sort of reader to your profile and give them a great first impression, as well as a few talking points to help your first date go with a swing.

	Add a picture. It will boost the number of people who contact you – as long as it’s a good one. Smile, look at the camera and make sure there are no other people (or distracting objects) in the background. The image should be fairly accurate but flattering, too. Never use an out-of-date photo and never use software to ‘enhance’ your photograph – most people can tell it’s been altered and, once you meet, your date will be able to see the real you anyway.


WHERE TO FIND A PARTNER

	Parties

	‘Lonely hearts’ ads

	Festivals

	Singles events

	Dating agencies

	At work

	Clubs/classes

	Bars/pubs

	Art gallery

	Supermarket


A GREAT FIRST IMPRESSION

	Smile! It really helps. And try to relax.

	Be chatty, but don’t talk too much, especially about yourself. Find some common ground that suits you both.

	Ask questions – it’s not being nosy. Show you’re genuinely interested in your date and give them your full attention. Look them in the eye, listen carefully and respond appropriately.

	Be really positive about dating. Avoid discussing past disasters and ex-partners.

	Turn your phone off, or at least put it on ‘silent’.

	Be yourself. If you try to create a false impression it’s bound to backfire and will be stressful to keep up long term.

	Look well turned out. Clean teeth, hair and shoes, a nice fresh perfume/aftershave, pressed clothes – they’re all important.

	Offer to pay half, but make sure you have the wherewithall to do so!

	Stand tall. Good posture is much more attractive than slouching and makes you look and feel confident and appealing, too.

	Enjoy yourself. If you feel relaxed and happy, your date will, too.


GOOD FIRST-DATE VENUES

	Coffee shop

	Sports event

	Art gallery

	Wine bar/pub

	Flea market

	Mini golf

	Museum

	Zoo

	Wine-tasting event

	Dance lesson


STAY SAFE ON YOUR FIRST DATE

	Tell a friend where you are going and approximately what time you intend to be back. If you decide to stay out later, you can always phone or text them.

	Go to a public place where there will be other people who could help in the event of a problem. Don’t go back to your date’s home until you’ve got to know them well.

	Don’t get drunk. You might find your judgement is impaired or you find it harder to get out of a tricky situation. Arrange a daytime date and avoid alcohol altogether?

	Carry a personal attack alarm.

	Choose clothes carefully. Low-cut tops or very short skirts could be misinterpreted.

	Ask a friend to call you at a particular time – if things are going badly use it as an excuse to leave straight away.

	Research your date in advance. Find out some background infomation. If anything puts you off, cancel.

	Don’t leave food/drink unattended.

	Keep cash/cab number handy. Don’t accept a lift from your date the first time.

	If you get bad vibes or feel unsafe, for whatever reason, leave immediately.


BE IRRESISTIBLE TO THE OPPOSITE SEX

	Be friendly, approachable and smile.

	Be comfortable in your own skin. If you’re not happy with who you are, how can anyone else be? Modest confidence is an attractive trait.

	Be genuinely interested in your date. We are all well disposed to someone who wants to know more about us.

	Display your sense of humour, but don’t laugh at everything (no sleazy jokes!)

	Your passions truly enhance you. Discuss the things you really love.

	Dress to bring out your best bits. Women! Men do love skirts and dresses. Men! Women absolutely adore smart suits.

	A little flattery goes a long way.

	Smell great! Go for a combination of clean hair, teeth and clothes with a touch of nice perfume or aftershave.

	Get healthy. Eat well and try to exercise regularly. You’ll improve your figure, feel on top of the world and be more attractive.

	Be kind and caring. Not just to your date but to others, too. It’s appealing.


JUST GOOD FRIENDS

	Be honest about the kind of friendship you want. Would you really prefer your relationship to be romantic? Don’t start a friendship with a different aim in mind.

	One-sidedness isn’t an option. Make sure you both understand that the relationship is purely platonic.

	Openness and communication is vital. Talk to your own partner and your friend’s and explain there is no reason for jealousy.

	Involve your own partner in your social life with your friend.

	Have other friends, too. Concentrating solely on your friend could feel confusingly similar to a romance.

	Don’t flirt or get too touchy-feely. It’s open to misinterpretation.

	If you take your opposite-sex date to an event where everyone is in a couple, people may assume that you’re one, too. If that’s a problem, avoid such situations.

	Don’t discuss dating and romance. Tempted to ask for advice from the other sex’s point of view? It could get tiresome.

	If your friend starts up a new relationship, they may not have so much time for you – be happy for them.

	Be as loyal to your opposite-sex friend as you would to any other. Don’t treat them differently.


LONG-DISTANCE LOVE

	Agree a realistic time-frame for the long-distance part of your relationship. It’s easier to make it work if you have a date for being together again.

	Schedule regular visits to each other – as often as you can manage.

	Communicate as much as possible. Agree a schedule so that you know what messages and calls to expect and when.

	Set up a cheap deal on long-distance communication. You might also want to video chat. And don’t forget texts, instant messaging, email and good old snail mail.

	Get away to other destinations, too. Just because you’re living apart it doesn’t mean you can’t take holidays together.

	Don’t get jealous. Your partner’ll be more independent than if you were together all the time. Socializing with others isn’t a problem if you can accept it.

	Create intimacy in as many ways as you can – special trips you can reminisce about, love letters or unexpected gifts.

	Make your time together fun. It’s easy to be negative, but a shame to be grumpy when you don’t see each other too often.

	Be good to your own friends. If your partner’s not around, you’ll need your friends to be there for you sometimes, too.

	Look after yourself well. Build some enjoyable activities into your spare time so that you don’t feel lonely and miss your partner too much. Create your own life and live it to the full!


MOVE IN TOGETHER

	Talk about your expectations. Is this the start of the rest of your lives together or just a practical way of sharing the bills? Make sure you’re both on the same page.

	Don’t let money be a problem. Agree how to divide up household bills. You might want to set up a joint bank account.

	Expect niggles, but don’t let them get to you. They are worth putting up with for the sake of a committed relationship.

	Compromise. Then again. And then a bit more. Find that middle ground.

	Don’t bottle up your feelings. When you first move in together you’re bound to have issues to resolve. Talk to your partner calmly about what’s bothering you before you let anger build up explosively.

	Reserve a space/room in your new home where you can be alone.

	Divide up the chores fairly so that you contribute equally and are both happy.

	Accommodate some of your partner’s belongings, even if you don’t like their style. He/she will appreciate your effort.

	Check on sleeping habits. If one of you is a night owl, the other an early bird, decide how to avoid disturbing each other.

	Create quality time. You’re seeing a lot more of each other, but you still need to do special things together.


A PERFECT PROPOSAL

	Are your feelings reciprocated? Get a pretty good idea of the likely answer before you actually pop the question.

	Why not ask for her parents’ blessing? It might be old-fashioned, but if you know they support you it can only help.

	Consider your partner’s personality. Shy or extrovert? Outrageous or romantic? Your gesture will be most appreciated if it’s something that suits her style.

	Does the proposal style suit you, too? Love the idea of a public demonstration or prefer a private moment?

	Is your chosen location suitable? Visit it at the same time of day/night as you’re planning to propose.

	Plan everything down to the last detail. It’s not unromantic – in fact, it will ensure that things run so smoothly it will be the most romantic thing ever.

	What kind of ring? Look at what type of jewellery she usually wears to help you choose. Classic styles won’t date.

	Get the ring size by borrowing one she normally wears on her ring finger and either hold it against a chart or take it into a jeweller’s. If it’s wrong it can be adjusted.

	Choose the right date. An anniversary, a birthday, Christmas or Valentine’s Day are all traditional, or it could be another date that’s meaningful for both of you.

	Include some heartfelt words in your proposal: a poem, song or a few simple phrases about why you want to marry her.


ENDING A RELATIONSHIP WELL

	Be quite sure you want to end the relationship. Discuss everything with trusted friends. Maybe even get counselling.

	Don’t split up in anger. If you’ve just had an argument, wait until you’ve calmed down, then think things through calmly.

	Choose a suitable venue, where you’ll both have privacy (not a restaurant).

	Get the timing right. Just before an exam is not advisable.

	Stick to your guns, however much your partner protests – don’t change your mind.

	Be kind. There’s no need to be brutally honest about every tiny flaw. He/she will be feeling bad enough already.

	Don’t be surprised if anger is in the air. Arrange to talk things through again once you have both calmed down.

	Spend time alone. A clean break is a good idea. You can always be friends with your ex at some point in the future.

	Use the break-up as an opportunity to learn from what went wrong.

	Don’t split up via phone/email/text.


BE A GOOD FRIEND

	Love your friend for who they are: don’t be judgemental.

	Be kind and respectful and try never to hurt your friend’s feelings.

	Loyalty is important. Don’t dump your friend because something or someone ‘better’ has come along.

	Keep up with what’s going on in your friend’s life. You don’t have to meet up in person all the time – phone/email/text are great for touching base.

	Laugh together; cry together.

	Be truthful and honest, so your friend knows you’re always trustworthy.

	Don’t be jealous – accept that your friend has other friends as well as you.

	Be supportive to your friend in all their decisions – even if you disagree.

	If things get rough, hang in there. If your friend has big problems, they will need you more than ever.

	Never broadcast your friend’s secrets.


BE A GOOD NEIGHBOUR

	Get to know your neighbours. Smile and say hello every time you see them. Ask how they are. Good communication is vital.

	Keep noise down and work out where it might be annoying to others – via shared walls or floors and through open windows.

	Keep your garden tidy. Discuss issues such as hedges/trees/fences which affect both of you. Be prepared to compromise.

	Dog-owner? Don’t let your dog bark or run around on your neighbours’ property.

	Park considerately. Try not to park outside neighbours’ houses or block access.

	When planning a party, invite the neighbours, if it is appropriate. Otherwise, warn them and don’t crank the music up too loud. Ask guests to leave quietly.

	Obey rubbish/recycling rules. Put it in the right place at the right time

	Be considerate about BBQs/bonfires. Will wind blow smoke towards a neighbour’s washing line? What about food smells?

	Keep a close and watchful eye on your neighbours’ property if they are away.

	Look after elderly/infirm neighbours. Can you shop for them or clear their paths?


PLAN YOUR OWN WEDDING

	Religious or civil? Decide on the type of ceremony you want and that will lead to a decision on the most appropriate venue.

	Set a suitable date. Ask your family to inform you of dates they can’t make and work around the availability of your venue.

	Reserve your chosen venue early as popular locations may be booked up several years in advance for summer Saturdays.

	Agree on a budget. Will your families want to contribute anything?

	How many guests? Ask your parents. Their views may differ from yours.

	Check legal requirements and documentation needed for your ceremony.

	Book the honeymoon as early as possible to ensure that you get what you want at the best price.

	Start to research invitations, catering, entertainment, photography, transport and flowers. Look at magazines for ideas.

	Choose your best man, groomsmen, matron of honour and bridesmaids early, and start looking at dresses/suits.

	Consider wedding insurance in case you’re let down by suppliers or venues.


WEDDING THEME IDEAS

	Beach

	Vintage

	Fairytale

	Christmas

	Valentine

	Rock ‘n’ roll

	Favourite colour

	Medieval

	Natural

	Hollywood


A WONDERFUL WEDDING-PARTY VENUE

	Decide on your preferred venue style – somewhere formal or quirky, traditional or contemporary, a marquee or a castle?

	Think about transport. If ceremony and reception are in different places, how will guests get from one to the other?

	Make a shortlist of venues within your budget. Visit and ask lots of questions.

	Check that your chosen venue is free on your preferred wedding date. Sounds a little obvious? Mistakes have been made!

	Will other functions be taking place before/after yours? Will this affect you?

	What’s included in the hire price?

	Who will decorate the venue? Costs?

	Does the venue provide catering/staff, or can you arrange your own?

	Is there accommodation on site, or are there places to stay nearby?

	Check any restrictions. Are confetti/candles banned? What time must music finish by?


YOUR ULTIMATE WEDDING DRESS

	Your dress should be appropriate for your venue – whether it’s a tropical beach, a summer marquee or gothic-style castle.

	What time of year? Light fabrics are ideal in summer, but for winter you may want a heavier fabric and long sleeves.

	Not a stick-thin model? Join the club! But there’s something gorgeous out there just for you, whatever your size or shape. Consider what’s most flattering for you.

	Get clued up on colour. White is traditional; colours may suit you better.

	Start searching for your dress early. Even if it isn’t going to be made from scratch, your dress may need to be altered specially. Or it may have to be ordered several months in advance.

	Try on different styles – even ones you don’t think will be right. You may be surprised at what looks good on you.

	Take a trusted friend or relative with you when you’re trying on dresses. A second opinion really helps.

	Don’t blow your budget. If you can’t afford something fancy, don’t despair. Consider vintage, home-made or a sales bargain. Or buy second-hand online – but factor in time and the cost of alterations.

	Comfort counts. If the dress doesn’t feel right, don’t buy it. You’ve got to wear it all day and feel great in it, after all.

	Don’t choose a dress that’s too small. Beware of going on a drastic pre-wedding diet. What if it doesn’t work?


WHICH WEDDING SUIT?

	A full-on formal morning suit looks fabulous in photos, but will you really feel comfortable all day?

	Hiring is often the best option for a full morning suit, if you think you’re unlikely to wear it again.

	If you want a more casual approach, go for a three- or two-piece suit (with or without a separate waistcoat).

	Do you think you’re a fashion-forward type? Choose a slim cut in an interesting fabric or colour.

	Buying a bespoke suit will be costly, but you can choose fabric and cut. Ask for a suit lining to reflect your personality.

	If you hire a suit, check the small print. What about damage? Perhaps you could take out insurance cover.

	Try on a range of suit styles and keep an open mind about what you like and what looks good. You never know – you may be surprised.

	It’s important to feel comfortable. You don’t want to spend the day dying to change into something more relaxed.

	If you’ve chosen a three-piece lounge suit, coordinate the waistcoat to the wedding colour theme.

	Ties can be chosen to match the bridesmaids’ dresses.


WOW-FACTOR WEDDING HATS

	Don’t go crazy! A hat should complement your outfit, not become a talking-point.

	Try on hats with your wedding outfit, including your shoes and bag.

	Consider hiring a hat for the big day if you want designer style on a budget.

	Take a friend or relative with you – impartial advice can be really helpful.

	Suit your hat to the season – suede, wool or velvet for winter and chiffon, lace, linen, taffeta, organza or straw for summer.

	Look at a range of different hats, especially if you don’t often wear one.

	If your outfit is richly decorated, your hat should be fairly plain, and vice versa.

	For a really smart look, match your hat to your handbag and shoes.

	Buy a plain hat and decorate it with feathers, flowers or trimmings yourself.

	To avoid hat-hair, style your hair with extra volume and use stronger hairstyling products than normal.


SAVE MONEY ON A WEDDING

	Second-hand dress

	Fewer guests

	Weekday ceremony

	Make your own invitations

	Buffet reception

	Do your own flowers

	House wine

	Photographer friend

	Avoid May–September

	Advance booking


THE ALL-IMPORTANT WEDDING CAKE

	Size is your first consideration. How many guests? Will you need extra to send to those who couldn’t make it?

	Start thinking about your cake a few months in advance. Planning takes time.

	Need some clever cake ideas? Look through wedding magazines for cake ideas. Visit confectioners and bakers to see what suggestions they offer. They may have their own original ideas, too.

	Consider some unusual wedding-cake options. What about sponge cake, cheesecake, a stack of yummy profiteroles, a giant pavlova or a display of mini cupcakes?

	Accessorize your cake with flowers, ribbons, candles or trimmings that match your overall wedding colour scheme.

	Don’t overlook the taste in favour of how it looks. Can your cake-maker provide a sample for you to try?

	Make the cake yourself if you want to economize (or ask a relative or friend), but have it professionally decorated.

	Create your own sugared-icing adornments – from flowers to figures, or doves to hearts.

	Think outside the box! What shape will your cake be? Anything is possible, but you’ll get more servings from a conventional circular shape.

	To get the ‘big-wedding-cake’ wow-factor, choose a normal tiered cake. If you don’t really need the whole thing, include dummy cakes decorated to match.


SORT OUT YOUR WEDDING CATERER

	Must you really call in the pros? If the guest list is less than 20 do the food yourself – hire staff to serve.

	Some venues insist you use their own caterers. If this is a stumbling block, you may have to choose a different venue.

	Meet with several caterers – it’s OK to shop around. Discuss dates and times, guest numbers and costs.

	Sample the caterer’s wedding menus.

	Find out whether the caterer can serve special diets. What about kids’ prices?

	Costs are usually quoted per head. Check what’s included – corkage, deliveries, travel expenses and insurance?

	Establish the latest date for finalizing numbers. You don’t want to pay for extra meals if guests drop out last minute.

	What facilities does the caterer need? This is especially important if they haven’t worked in your chosen venue before.

	Discuss the table layouts and seating plans with your caterer and ask how many staff they provide and what uniforms.

	Check who is going to provide china, glasses, utensils, the cake stand/knife.


ENTICING WEDDING INVITES

	If the bride’s parents are hosting, a traditional invitation is sent out in their name, requesting the ‘honour of your presence at the marriage of their daughter’.

	If the couple are paying, and the wedding is informal, you might opt for something like ‘John and Sara would be delighted if you would attend our wedding’.

	Include the essentials: date, time and location. Use a full postal or zip code for guests who use sat nav.

	Tell your guests what event to expect. If you’re not serving a full meal, say ‘and afterwards for cake and champagne’.

	Include a reply deadline if you want to get more replies, more quickly, and include a stamped, addressed reply card. Maps and local accommodation are useful.

	Give guests an idea of attire: black tie, semi-formal, smart casual and so on.

	If you don’t want little ones there ‘adult reception’ sounds nicer than ‘no children’! You’ll just put parents’ backs up.

	Hand-write invitations using a calligraphy pen for a personal feel.

	Writing invites and envelopes neatly can become a bit of a chore. Allow yourselves plenty of time and don’t rush it.

	Invitations are traditionally posted six weeks beforehand, but earlier is fine.


YOUR WEDDING GIFT LIST

	Choose a gift-list service that suits your style as a couple. A department store is great if you need toasters, kettles and household items, or why not place your list in a more unusual shop?

	Some companies let you create gift lists from a range of stores. And there are also lists for vouchers, travel and even donations to charity.

	Ask gift-list services what facilities they offer. Can guests order by phone and online? Are there any perks, such as discounts? Personal shopper facility?

	If you feel a bit uncomfortable about including your gift list with your wedding invitations, spread the word in person or even create a wedding website with a link to the list.

	Create as long a list as possible and choose gifts at a wide range of prices. A range of smaller gifts means guests can buy more than one thing, or they can club together for a pricier item.

	The bride’s mother usually looks after the gift list, but if you’d rather do it yourself, that’s fine.

	Take dimensions and pop a handy tape measure in your bag to make sure you select the right-sized houseware.

	Include a range of types of gifts, so that older relatives may choose more traditional items, while young friends can opt for something more quirky.

	Start thinking about your gift list at least three months before the wedding. Select your gift list about eight weeks before, so that guests can start buying from about six weeks before.

	Write thank-you notes as soon as possible after the wedding.


SAVE ON WEDDING STATIONERY

	Call or email the guests with your invitation if you’re on a tight budget.

	Make your own invitations. Use your computer or supplies from a craft store.

	Avoid thick or heavy embellishments that will make the invitation heavy and push up the cost of postage.

	If you are using a professional printer, get several quotes and don’t be tempted to go over your budget.

	Don’t send a stamped RSVP card with the invitation – just include your email address or phone number.

	Keeping your invitation simple will save money and no one will mind. Fancy engraving, embossing and metallic printing all bump up costs.

	Limit professional printing to your most important stationery (probably the invitations) and do all the rest (place names etc) yourself.

	The orders of service need not be professionally printed – do them yourself on a home printer, using quality paper.

	Write out the seating plan yourself. If you’re good with a computer or fancy yourself as a calligrapher have a go.

	Buy thank-you cards in bulk from stationer’s/online. Or write them out by hand for the personal touch.


THE BRIDE’S BIG DAY

	Eat breakfast! It’s vital to eat something – it’ll settle your nerves.

	Dress first – before you tackle hair/make-up. Don’t get make-up on the dress!

	If you do put on your dress afterwards, loosely cover your made-up face with a scarf first to stop any transfer.

	Make sure your helpers have clean hands (or white gloves) and no shoes on.

	Allow at least half an hour to put on your dress, shoes, veil and jewellery.

	Raise a glass with your bridesmaids and helpers – but don’t get tipsy!

	Allow enough time to arrive at the church five minutes before the ceremony is due to start. This will give you a chance to get out of the car, smooth your dress, check your hair and arrange your veil.

	Try to speak to as many people as possible once you arrive at the reception, especially those who are alone, have travelled a long way or who don’t know many other guests.

	Gracefully accept invitations to dance.

	Before throwing your bouquet, take out a few stems first to dry as a keepsake.


GREAT WEDDING ENTERTAINMENT

	Band

	DJ

	String quartet

	Ceilidh band

	Magician

	Comedian

	Karaoke

	Casino

	Fireworks

	Caricaturist


A GREENER WEDDING

	Hold your ceremony and reception at the same venue to cut down on transport and reduce the number of decorations.

	Buy a lovely vintage dress, or, if you’re handy with a needle, sew your own.

	Choose organic and natural materials for all the wedding outfits and accessories.

	Use environmentally friendly papers and inks for the wedding stationery.

	Source ethical metals and gems for rings or re-use family heirlooms.

	Ask your florist for locally grown flowers, herbs/foliage or grow your own.

	Choose seasonal, local and organic ingredients for your wedding breakfast.

	Ensure your confetti is biodegradable.

	Don’t give single-use cameras to every guest. Ask them to take their own photos and send them to you afterwards.

	Give home-made wedding favours.


FABULOUS WEDDING FLOWERS

	Select a style for your bridal bouquet that is all about you – hand-tied posy, tear-drop-shaped cascade, arm-held long stems or something more unconventional.

	Flowers in season are cheaper. Don’t choose anything delicate or short-lived.

	Remember scent, as well as colour and shape, is important – especially for a bouquet that needs to last the whole day.

	For bridesmaid’s flowers, echo the bridal bouquet, but have them smaller, using colours that go with their dresses.

	Give very young bridesmaids a basket filled with petals to scatter down the aisle before the bride’s entrance.

	Men’s buttonholes can complement the bridal bouquet or the colour of the groom’s outfit. For something a little different, what about thistles or herbs?

	When designing corsages for the female members of the wedding party, coordinate colours with their outfits. But if you’re in any doubt, white is good.

	Check what flower arrangements you are allowed to have at the ceremony venue, where you can put them and how garlands will be attached.

	Decorate small trees (bay or olive), to place outside the venue entrance, then transfer them to the reception.

	Silk flowers are great if you suffer from hay fever, want to take them on honeymoon or simply want to keep them as a permanent reminder of your big day.


A FABULOUS WEDDING FEAST TABLE

	Add colour to white/ivory table cloths with runners, napkins, flowers and glasses.

	Don’t use too many patterns and colours. The effect will be overly busy rather than cool and elegant.

	Hire vintage crockery for a unique, memorable look that’s so very ‘now’.

	Centrepieces should be low enough to see over or tall and thin so that they don’t impede conversation across tables.

	Consider different ideas for centrepieces – candles, bonbons or balloons.

	Put in a touch of sparkle to the table with metallic confetti or sequins.

	If you want a country look sprinkle flower/paper petals on the tablecloth.

	Little decorative touches, such as colour-coordinated ribbons, raffia or ricrac tied around the napkins/menu cards, work well.

	Scatter small gifts such as sweets, chocolates or a mini bottle of bubbly.

	Create a jolly party atmosphere by putting out sparklers, balloons, poppers, games and disposable cameras.


SUPER SEATING PLANS

	What combinations of tables are possible? Is there any flexibility about position? Find out from your venue.

	Start by sketching a plan of the room, and cut out pieces of paper to represent each table.

	Write guests’ names on sticky notes, so that you can move them around.

	Spread all the ushers out around the tables and try to alternate the sexes.

	It’s best to seat people of similar ages all together. But instead of tables composed entirely of friends, why not intersperse them with a few new people?

	Worried about distant relatives? Ask your parents’ advice about who they know or who they might like to meet.

	Display your seating plan prominently. If yours is a large wedding, you may need to display two in different locations.

	Allow around 30 minutes for guests to find their places and sit down.

	Highlight guests with special diets on the seating plan and make sure that your caterers have their own copy.

	Keep a few blank name places handy just in case there are last-minute changes to the guest list.


WRITE YOUR OWN VOWS

	Check that whoever is officiating at your wedding ceremony is in agreement with you writing personalized vows.

	Talk to your partner at length about what kind of vows you’d like.

	Do you want one vow for both of you, or individual vows?

	Before you write your vows, think carefully. What first attracted you to your partner? Why do you want to marry them? What does marriage mean to you?

	Research poetry and passages from literature that you might incorporate.

	Write a first draft. Read it out loud several times to make sure it sounds right.

	Keep your vows short and sweet. Long and rambling might be over the top.

	Read your vows to a trusted friend or member of your family and get their opinion. If the vows seem insincere or you’re tempted to laugh, change them.

	Practise reading your final vows until you know them almost by heart.

	Even if you’ve memorized your vows, write them out on a card to keep close by, just in case of memory lapses.


BEST-EVER BEST MAN’S SPEECH

	Starting the speech is easy: introduce yourself, read out messages from friends/relatives who couldn’t attend the wedding.

	Short, entertaining and heartfelt (no more than ten minutes) is much better than long and overly detailed.

	Don’t try too hard for humour if it doesn’t come naturally to you.

	Include a little background info on how long you have known the groom, his personality, how the couple met and a light-hearted insight into their relationship.

	Don’t forget to talk about the bride, but be sure to pay her lavish compliments!

	Include a funny story, if possible. The aim is to make your audience think you have embarrassed the groom – but try not to make him feel too bad!

	Avoid smutty or shocking content. You need to appeal to all generations: old, young and all those in between.

	Finish off with a charming summary of how you see the couple’s future together.

	Practise by reading your speech out loud until you feel completely confident.

	Your last bit is easy, too – a toast to ‘Mr and Mrs (married name)’ or just their first names if this is too formal.


MAKE A GRAND WEDDING EXIT

	Timing is crucial – you don’t want to miss the best party ever; nor do you want to be the last ones lingering at the end.

	Schedule your going-away time into your running order for the day, but allow for last-minute adjustments.

	Do you want to change your outfits? If so, where will you do it? Arrange for going-away clothes to be stored at the venue in advance and for someone to collect the clothes you’ve left behind later.

	Make sure your wedding clothes can be cleaned and, if necessary, returned to the hirers while you’re on honeymoon.

	Arrange for someone to announce your departure – the MC, DJ or best man.

	Make the announcement just a few minutes before you plan to leave.

	It’s traditional for the bride to throw her bouquet. Turn your back to the crowd and throw gently over your head – surreptitiously aimed at someone you think would like to catch it!

	Ask the best man to check that your going-away transport has arrived and that any documentation is safely inside.

	The best man and ushers might want to ‘decorate’ the vehicle with tin cans and spray-on messages – though what they can get away with depends on whether or not it’s hired.

	Putting on a firework display is a great send-off. Or how about giving guests a sparkler each?


ORGANIZE A SPECIAL HONEYMOON

	Decide what type of honeymoon – adventurous, exotic, active or relaxing? Set a budget before ideas get out of hand.

	Don’t be swayed by the idea of a traditional romantic honeymoon if that’s not what you want. This is a great chance to have the holiday of a lifetime – just the two of you – whatever that may be.

	Simple or luxurious? If you want to organize a simple honeymoon, use an agency, or for more flexibility why not put together your own independent itinerary. If you can splash the cash, you might opt for a specialist luxury travel agent.

	Choose your dream destination first and then look at accommodation options – bed and breakfast, gîte, hotel, hostel, self-catering, camper van, tent…

	Be sure to shop around for a good deal. Just because it’s a honeymoon, it doesn’t mean you can’t economize.

	Book early. Not only might you get a better deal, but you’ll have more time left to concentrate on the wedding itself.

	Mention that you’re booking a honeymoon and you may receive discounts, upgrades or free flowers or chocolates!

	Extras may make the honeymoon extra-special – don’t forget to book day trips, spa packages or breakfast in bed.

	Buy a travel insurance package for complete peace of mind.

	Leave yourselves some downtime at the start of your honeymoon. Allow for the fact that you’ll probably feel quite tired for the first few days. Relax!


THE PERFECT PARTY HOST

	The secret’s in the planning. Invite a good mix of guests and choose menus, drinks, music and décor well in advance so that you’re relaxed on the night.

	Invite your guests in good time, and ensure they know where to come, at what time. Give them your telephone number in case they get lost.

	If you want a dress code and/or a finishing time, explain in advance.

	Ask whether any guests have food allergies or special dietary requirements.

	Ensure your guests have plenty to eat and drink. Watch out for empty glasses, but don’t be too pushy with drinks.

	Make introductions and make sure that everyone has someone to talk to.

	Clear spills/breakages without fuss.

	Scan the room regularly to check for wallflowers and those who look ill at ease.

	Accept offers of help graciously.

	Stay awake and reasonably sober until the end. It’s very rude to retire early from your own party.


PARTY THEMES FOR ADULTS

	James Bond

	Cocktails

	Hoedown

	Casino

	Rock ‘n’ roll

	Luau

	Masked ball

	Wine- and beer-tasting

	Fortune-telling

	Vintage


WHAT MAKES A PERFECT PARTY GUEST?

	Respond to invitations promptly and, if you say you’ll attend, do so.

	If you’re unavoidably delayed, call to let your hosts know. Never arrive early.

	Bring a small gift appropriate to your hosts and to the occasion.

	Offer to help – such as pouring drinks, handing round food or taking coats.

	Don’t hog the buffet or chase the canapés around the room. The same goes for the drinks tray.

	Never look over someone’s shoulder when you’re talking to them to see who else is around. If you’re bored, think up a polite excuse to get out of the conversation.

	Chat to as many other guests as you can and make the effort to circulate.

	Be careful not to drink too much.

	Don’t outstay your welcome. If the party’s winding down, leave.

	Thank your host before you go and follow up with a phone call/note next day.


EXCELLENT PARTY ENTERTAINMENT

	Personal recommendation is always best and, if possible, attend an event where the entertainer is performing.

	Check references and ask whether your entertainer has all the necessary licenses and/or insurance.

	Approaching an individual yourself is cheaper than going to an agency, though they will represent a range of entertainers.

	If you book a solo performer, ask what would happen if they’re unwell or can’t get to your event at the last minute.

	Choose a party act that suits the occasion and your guests. Older guests might appreciate a big band, for example, while teenagers might prefer karaoke.

	Remember that children are often scared of clowns. A magician or balloon artist might be a better choice.

	Sort out where the act will perform. Do you need a stage or to clear a space?

	Check how long the act/performance will last. Will there be a break?

	How about a performer who visits tables doing up-close magic or drawing caricatures?

	Agree a payment schedule in advance and get a signed contract.


PARTY ESSENTIALS

	Lively guests

	Good food

	Well-chosen drinks

	Cool music

	Atmospheric lighting

	Floor space

	Comfy seating

	Great decorations

	Fun and games

	Someone else to clear up


THROW A DIVINE DINNER PARTY

	Choose a good mix of guests who you think will get on well with each other.

	Send invitations out in good time – four to six weeks is about right, unless it’s a casual get-together.

	Choose a menu that suits your guests – taking into account allergies or dislikes.

	Make sure you can cook your planned meal competently and prepare as much as possible in advance.

	Choose atmospheric music and decorate the table – candles, flowers, napkins.

	Greet your guests warmly and put their coats and bags somewhere safe.

	Offer drinks and nibbles as soon as your guests have settled in.

	Place seating cards to avoid confusion. Or at least have a seating plan in your head and direct people to their places.

	Clear away dirty dishes between courses. Don’t leave them lying around.

	Keep conversation flowing and avoid controversial subjects (politics and religion are probably best avoided).


A TERRIFIC TEA PARTY

	Make delicates finger sandwiches – preferably cucumber – with the crusts off.

	Keep sandwiches in top condition by covering with a clean, slightly damp, tea towel, in a cool place – until you serve.

	Go for a retro vibe with meringues, scones, éclairs, brandy snaps, cream horns, tarts or cupcakes.

	A matching set of chintz cups and saucers is divine, darling – or collect odd flowery pieces of china from second-hand sources for an eclectic look.

	The cake stand is crucial. Two or three tiers, in pressed glass or floral china.

	Use the proper kit: teapot, vintage cake forks and linen napkins.

	There are lots of teas to choose from, but always make tea with freshly drawn and boiled water. Milk goes in first.

	Pretty posies of flowers will decorate the table nicely.

	Play dance-hall music for atmosphere.

	Dress to impress in a gorgeous retro tea dress, with hair and make-up to match.


UNDERSTAND DRESS CODES

	‘White tie’ means very formal. Men should wear a black, single-breasted tail coat, black trousers, white shirt, waistcoat and bow tie, plus black patent lace-up shoes. Women should wear a long gown

	For men ‘black tie’, dinner jackets or tuxedos means a single-breasted black jacket with black trousers, a white evening shirt and black bow tie.

	For women, ‘black tie’ means a smart dress, long or short (not mini) in any colour.

	Formal men’s socks are black silk, long enough to cover bare legs when seated.

	Only hand-tied bow ties will do for a smart event. Avoid novelty designs.

	Morning dress, or formal day dress, is traditional wedding garb. For men, this is a black/grey tail coat, with grey (plain, striped/hounds’ tooth) trousers, plain shirt and waistcoat and tie/cravat.

	Attend to your waistcoat buttons. If it’s double-breasted, fasten them all; if single, leave the bottom one undone.

	‘Lounge suits’ means business suit, with shirt/tie. For women, this means a skirt- or trouser-suit, cocktail dress/ball gown. Ask your host for clarification.

	‘Smart casual’ means no trainers, sportswear/jeans. Men can choose a shirt/tie or open collar. For women, it’s trousers/skirt, blouse/sweater and jacket.

	It’s rarely compulsory to wear a formal hat. Top hats at weddings should not be worn indoors or in the photographs.


ALL ABOUT INTRODUCTIONS

	The traditional order of introductions is men to women, young people to older people and individuals to groups first.

	Surnames aren’t necessary unless it’s a formal occasion.

	Smile, maintain eye contact and repeat names as clearly as possible.

	Break the ice by adding a bit of information about the person.

	Bad memory? Check names in advance.

	In a large party, introduce your guest to those nearest/those you’re talking to.

	Forgotten a name? Apologize and ask.

	It’s polite to stand up when you’re being introduced to someone.

	No introduction? Introduce yourself.

	If you’re asked, ‘How are you?’, a short and positive response is best.


WRITING A THANKYOU LETTER

	Prompt

	Brief

	Sincere

	Personal

	Refer to event

	Accurate spelling

	Snail mail not email

	Nice paper/card

	Neat writing

	Clearly addressed


YOUR ENGAGEMENT PARTY

	Hold the party within a couple of months of announcing your engagement.

	You might want to have two parties: one for family and another, less formal one, for friends your own age.

	Check dates with your most important guests before deciding when to hold it.

	Only invite people you’re definitely going to want at the wedding.

	Champagne a go go! Or sparkling wine if you’re on a tight budget.

	Add some nibbles – from bowls of crisps to a full-blown buffet.

	Choose romantic decorations: balloons, bunting, fairylights and candles.

	Introduce strangers – they’ll be pleased to meet up again at the wedding.

	Speech! Speech! A quick speech from the father of the bride is a nice touch.

	Write thank-you letters for any gifts.


BAR/BAT MITZVAH CELEBRATIONS

	Discuss with your child whether to hold a formal event or a themed party.

	Decide on a mix of guests – mostly your child’s friends, family, or both?

	Start planning a couple of years in advance – synagogues and venues have busy schedules.

	Send invites about six months beforehand. If relatives are coming from far and wide, give even more notice.

	Save money by inviting guests for a meal at the synagogue after the Saturday afternoon service rather than booking a separate party location.

	Remember that many guests will be teenagers or younger – make sure they’ll enjoy the food and music.

	It’s tempting to keep adding extras – set your budget and try hard to stick to it.

	It’s best for gifts to be given at the reception rather than at the service.

	Pen the poem for the candle-lighting ceremony well in advance and practise it with your child.

	Plan the ceremony in detail – how many candles, who will light them and in what order. Enjoy it but don’t let it go on for too long.


GET YOUR EASTER EGGS CRACKED!

	If you intend to eat the eggs later, hard-boil them first.

	For a permanent (if fragile) display, blow out your eggs. Pierce the shell with a knife tip at both ends, making one hole slightly larger. Push a paper clip into the yolk to disperse it, then hold the egg over a bowl and blow the contents out of the larger hole.

	To make a dye, mix food colouring with hot water and a little vinegar. Then dip the eggs in one by one, holding them carefully with tongs.

	Draw or write on the egg with a wax crayon first – the dye won’t stick to these areas, so your design will show through.

	Attach small stickers to the eggs before dyeing to create a masked design. Experiment with leaves and flowers, too.

	Let the eggs dry; you could re-dip parts of them in a different dye to create a multi-coloured effect.

	To achieve a marbled effect, add a little olive oil to the second dye.

	A simple solution for hard-boiled eggs? You could simply paint or draw straight onto them with felt-tip pens, or use colourful stickers to create a design.

	For Easter eggs with bling, cover them with glue and then roll them in glitter.

	Fill a small basket with your decorated eggs for a charming Easter display.


BOO! TRICK-OR-TREAT ON HALLOWE’EN

	Cheap and spooky costumes – an old sheet for a ghost or a mummy wrapped in toilet tissue.

	To whiten hair effectively and temporarily use talcum powder. It will add a really creepy finishing touch.

	Thinking about masks? They can get hot, sweaty and uncomfortable. Creative face paint might be a better option.

	Only let children go trick-or-treating to houses they know and accompany younger ones. Older kids should take a phone and have agreed a return time.

	Take along a torch, wear a reflective costume or carry a glow stick.

	Look for houses that look as if they’ll welcome trick-or-treaters – usually with visible Hallowe’en decorations.

	Don’t choose a flimsy or paper container for treats, but make sure it’s easy for little ones to hold and not too heavy.

	Smile and say ‘trick or treat’ nicely.

	Go in small groups – large ones can be too intimidating, especially for the elderly.

	Adapt the Hallowe’en outfit to the weather. Wear wellies if it’s raining.


CARVE A SCARY PUMPKIN

	It’s going to get messy! Cover your work area with newspaper or plastic.

	Draw a circle about 15cm (6in) diameter on the top of the pumpkin and cut it out carefully. This will be your lid.

	When cutting out the lid, hold the knife at 45 degrees so that you create a ‘shelf’ for the lid to sit on.

	Spoon out the inside of your pumpkin, then scrape it so that it’s really clean.

	To make carving the eyes and mouth easier, scrape away a bit more of the inside area where you’re planning to cut.

	Download a design from the internet or draw freehand – but practise on a piece of paper first.

	Use non-permanent pens to draw the features on your pumpkin first.

	To make precise cuts, start by making shallow cuts, then go deeper.

	Test the design every now and then by closing the curtains and using a torch.

	Coat the edges of the finished carved pumpkin with petroleum jelly to stop it drying out. Keeping it in a cool place helps, too.


THANKSGIVING DECORATIONS

	Dried corn

	Gourds

	Willow wreath

	Wheat sheaf

	Nuts

	Pine cones

	Dried leaves

	Mini pumpkins

	Flowers

	Candles


AN INCREDIBLE CHRISTMAS TREE

	The fresher your Christmas tree is when you buy it, the longer it will last.

	Choose a tree that’s bright green and sheds very few needles when you shake it lightly. Ideally, it should be displayed in water and out of direct sun and wind.

	Cut an extra 12mm (½in) off the bottom of the tree as soon as you get it home. This will help it absorb more water.

	Put the tree in water immediately, out of direct sunlight and heat sources.

	Don’t let the tree dry out. Use a stand that holds water and replace it often.

	Trim away any low-down and interior branches that you don’t need.

	If your tree starts to look a bit dry, try refilling the stand with hot water as it’s absorbed more quickly.

	Add a couple of cups of corn syrup as extra food in the water.

	Use LED lights on the tree – they don’t give off heat so won’t dry it out as much.

	Why not have a live tree in a pot? You can plant it in your garden afterwards.


GREAT CHILDREN’S STOCKING FILLERS

	Bouncy ball

	Colouring pens

	Hairclips

	Toy car

	Tiny teddy

	Bubble mix

	Keyring

	Chocolate coins

	Bath bubbles

	Diary


CONSTRUCT A CHRISTMAS WREATH

	To make your own wreath base, use wire coat hangers bent into circles and bound, or bundles of willow/vine tied into a circle with string, raffia or florist’s wire.

	Cut sprigs from the garden – conifer, holly, laurel and ivy all work well. Strip excess foliage from the sprigs’ lower ends.

	Wind florists wire around the lower part of a sprig or bunch of sprigs and attach to the base. Don’t cut the wire.

	Overlap one sprig after the other, going in the same direction, winding the wire around again. Keep going until the base is covered.

	To finish the last one, lift up the base of the first sprig you attached and slip your last sprig under it.

	Trim any untidy bits with scissors or pruning shears.

	Decorate your wreath by wiring on fresh, dried or artificial flowers, ribbons, raffia, moss, cones, seed heads or baubles.

	A red ribbon bow finishes the whole thing off nicely. Wire-edge ribbon is best.

	Spray on fake snow or glitter.

	To hang up the wreath attach a strong loop of wire or string, or simply prop it on a shelf or mantelpiece.


HOME-MADE CHRISTMAS DECCIES

	The easiest Christmas stockings can be made from felt. Just trace the shape, cut out and sew edges together. Add a cuff for a professional look and make sure the whole thing is big enough to hold presents!

	Hang ginger biscuits on the tree. Before baking, pierce a hole near the top of each one. When cooled, thread with a ribbon and hang (out of reach of pets!).

	Pine cones au naturel or sprayed with metallic paint look great arranged in a large bowl on a coffee table.

	Dried oranges threaded with ribbon look seasonal. Slice them thinly and dry out in the oven on a low temperature.

	Collect sprigs from the garden with vibrant red berries and arrange in a vase.

	Cover mini-pegs in glitter and use them for hanging up Christmas cards.

	Make a shimmering centrepiece by arranging foliage, berries and cones around a gorgeous oversized candle.

	Cut some long, skinny rectangles from coloured or foil paper and hang twirling from the ceiling.

	For an advent calendar that will last forever, use mini-pots numbered with elegant calligraphy. Just add the gifts!

	Top the tree with a peg-doll angel. Wrap and glue a fabric remnant for her dress, stick on wool for hair, add cut-out wings and then draw on her features.


FIREWORKS: SAFE AS HOUSES

	Only use fireworks outdoors.

	Obey any local regualations. Don’t use fireworks if they’re illegal in your area.

	Keep a hose/bucket of water close by.

	Never try to tamper with fireworks, or combine more than one.

	Read the instructions carefully.

	Never relight a firework that fails to go off first time. Leave it for 20 minutes before dunking it into a bucket of water.

	Stand well back when you’re watching.

	Wear safety glasses if you’re the one setting fireworks off. Spectators need to be careful of sparks and smut, too.

	Don’t drink alcohol before setting off fireworks.

	Hold sparklers at arm’s length – they’re very hot even after they’ve finished.


MAKE MOTHER’S DAY A TREAT

	Breakfast arranged on a tray in bed is the perfect mother’s day treat.

	Write a personal poem to your mum and enclose it in a card or frame it.

	Make your mum a book of special promises – to ‘tidy up’, ‘give you a back rub’ or ‘make you a cup of tea’.

	Take her to her favourite restaurant.

	A hand-made card is a real treat.

	Compose your own message about what your mum means to you and how much you really appreciate her.

	Organize a trip to the movies – see a film she’s been dying to see for ages.

	Have a family picture framed as a gift, or use a website to make a collection of photos into a printed album.

	Take her to a day spa for some relaxation and luxurious pampering.

	If all else fails, chocolates never do.


A DREAMY VALENTINE’S DAY

	Fry a scrumptious egg inside a heart-shaped cookie cutter for a really romantic breakfast. Or make heart-shaped pancakes.

	Write sweet messages and pop them inside your loved-one’s pockets, to be found accidentally later in the day.

	A home-made card is more heartfelt than a bought one.

	Give him/her a ‘love voucher’ promising a romantic night in.

	It’s the surprise that counts! Book a babysitter and go out on a ‘date’ somewhere totally unexpected.

	Dig out your old photos and go all gooey over them together.

	Turn off your phone and computer and make sure your time together is wholly dedicated to your loved one.

	Skip the overpriced restaurant and cook up a storm at home. Add candles and music for a really romantic atmosphere.

	Make up a mystery box holding charms, notes, pictures and sentimental items – just for your loved one.

	Don’t leave it too late! The best Valentine’s Day treats get booked up.


FLAGS FOR THE FOURTH OF JULY

	Only have the flag on display from sunrise to sunset – unless you plan to light it up at night.

	Don’t let the flag touch the ground.

	The union (stars) should be at the peak of the flagstaff.

	The stars should be visible on the upper left-hand side.

	Don’t display the flag in bad weather.

	Hoist the flag briskly.

	The flag should always be flown above any flags of states, cities or localities.

	When flying the flag of the USA with a flag of another country, they should be on two separate flagstaffs, at the same height and roughly the same size.

	Don’t display a worn or damaged flag.

	After you have finished displaying the flag, lower it ceremoniously and carefully fold into a triangle.


YIPPEE! KIDS’ PARTY GAMES

	Make games age-appropriate so that younger ones don’t get frustrated or older ones bored.

	Set everything up well in advance and have plenty of games planned – kids can get through them surprisingly quickly!

	Don’t start the games too soon. Quieter kids need to find confidence, while bouncy ones need to let off steam first.

	Mix noisy games with quiet ones.

	Plan the party according to the kids. If they seem boisterous, give them loads of physical games and vice versa.

	If you’ve planned outdoor games, have back-ups ready in case of rain.

	Ensure games don’t drag on too long if they’re not being enjoyed.

	If competitive games don’t go down well, avoid disappointment by giving small consolation prizes to the losers, too.

	Set up a space with quiet activities so that kids who don’t want to join in, or who’ve been eliminated from a game, have something to do.

	Ask other parents/older kids to help supervise the games.


KIDS’ PARTY THEMES

	Pirates

	Wild West

	Knights/princesses

	Rainbow

	Ballet/fairy

	Dinosaur

	Football

	Super-heroes

	Under the sea

	Cartoons


A FABULOUS FAMILY GET-TOGETHER

	If you find it difficult to spend a long time with your family, don’t! Stay the minimum time possible to be polite, offer a believable excuse and leave again.

	Book a hotel rather than staying in a relative’s house if that’s too tricky.

	Avoid controversial subjects such as politics, religion or money.

	Keep some harmless topics up your sleeve – books, films, the weather.

	Your family usually means well, even if they do seem very annoying.

	Don’t get riled by personal questions that you don’t want to answer. Change the subject politely.

	Bring a friend along for moral support.

	If it all gets too much, take time out. Go for a stroll or spend time with the kids.

	Don’t take sides or get dragged into other people’s rows.

	Keep calm – make an effort to enjoy it. It mightn’t be as bad as you think.


A BABY SHOWER FOR A FRIEND

	Pre- or post-birth shower? It’s traditional to hold the shower in the last two months of pregnancy, but some couples like their new baby to be a guest of honour.

	Why not invite men (and maybe kids) to enjoy the occasion, too?

	Choose a suitable location. You could hold the shower in your home, or you might prefer to book a café or restaurant.

	Send out the invites at least three weeks beforehand.

	Decide whether to theme the shower. Choose a main colour or a theme such as animals or the alphabet.

	Thinking about the menu? Tasty but easy-to-eat finger foods are ideal. They need to be pregnancy-friendly, too.

	Alcohol or not? Bubbly’s ideal, but check with the mother-to-be first.

	You’ll be asked for advice on gifts – get the lowdown from the parents-to-be so you know what to say.

	If you want to include some games, plan them beforehand and assemble equipment and prizes.

	Decorate! Put up balloons, streamers and a few flowers, or perhaps something to match your theme. And have fun!


IDEAS FOR BABY PRESENTS

	Silver spoon

	Photo frame/album

	Silver bracelet

	Case of wine

	Savings bond

	Money box

	Baby china

	Cashmere blanket

	Silver rattle

	Collectable teddy


CHRISTENING/NAMING PARTIES

	Dress the baby in his/her cutest outfit at the last possible minute. You’ll avoid messing it up before the big event.

	Take a change of clothes for baby, lots of wipes and all your usual kit for a day out. Pop them in a pretty bag.

	Practise holding your baby in a way that’s both comfortable for you and looks good in the photographs.

	If you haven’t got a family heirloom gown for your baby to wear, a sailor suit or normal white party outfit will do just fine. Is it comfortable and appropriate for the weather?

	Check if it’s OK to have photography during the ceremony.

	Choose a venue for your party that’s fairly close to the church/naming venue.

	Economize by holding the party at home and doing the food yourself.

	If you arrange a morning party you won’t be expected to offer alcohol.

	Organize activities to keep young children on the go. Colouring-in equipment, push-along cars/tractors, or even just balloons to bat around.

	A short toast by a godparent will provide a memorable moment.


WRAP PREZZIES WITH PANACHE

	Pop awkwardly shaped presents into a box before you embark on wrapping them.

	Assemble everything you need before you start wrapping: a clear space on a clean table top, sticky tape, long-bladed, sharp scissors and a range of ribbons.

	Thick wrapping paper is less likely to tear. Avoid frustration!

	Use stickers and decorative stamps to embellish your wrapping paper.

	Add some pretty embellishments: a bow, tassel, button, charm or flower sprig.

	Add a band of contrasting-coloured, patterned paper for a snazzy effect.

	Use two sheets of different-coloured tissue paper and fold back one layer.

	A fancy ribbon can make plain paper look really upmarket.

	Good alternatives to ordinary ribbon: raffia, ricrac and twine.

	Make your own gift tags: cut down old greetings cards with pinking shears.


IDEAS FOR ALTERNATIVE WRAPPING

	Brown paper

	Music score

	Tissue paper

	Calendar

	Fabric

	Comics

	Japanese newspaper

	Wallpaper

	Map

	Child’s drawing


A WARM WELCOME FOR HOUSE GUESTS

	A comfy bed and clean sheets/towels are a must. Clear out plenty of space for their things in drawers, too.

	For an extra special touch, add a bottle of mineral water and a posy of flowers on the bedside table.

	Can guests connect to the internet? Give them the details, if so.

	Let guests know of any ‘house rules’ in advance.

	Provide guests with a rough timetable, especially mealtimes, so that they know what to expect and when.

	You don’t have to entertain guests all the time. They’ll appreciate downtime.

	Establish how much guests will contribute to the running of the house – if you could use a little help, ask politely.

	Tell guests what they can help themselves to, so they don’t have to ask for everything.

	Show guests where things go, so they can tidy up after themselves.

	Don’t try to do all your usual chores! Your guests will want to spend time with you, not wait around while you work.


TRACE YOUR FAMILY TREE

	Start by finding out as much as you can by speaking to your relatives. Write it all down, checking first, last and maiden names, locations and occupations, and making sure dates are as accurate as possible. Keep your notes well organized – you’re going to have a fair few of them! It may pay to set up a small filing system, too, in which you can keep photographs, documents, print-outs and so on.

	Note down some information about the youngest members of your family. Then move on to your parents, grandparents and great grandparents. You’ll probably want to narrow down your search to just one branch of the family tree at first and trace the others later.

	Get help from societies. Is there a local family history society? Their records may hold relevant information or be able to offer practical advice. Think about joining an online genealogical society, which could help to cover a lot of ground. Your local library may hold useful records.

	Go up in the attic or down into the basement! Drag out those old boxes of memorabilia. You might find lots of interesting letters, postcards, photographs, work records, newspaper clippings, accounts, coins, souvenirs or medals. Clues of any sort will help you in your detective work.

	Look on the backs of photographs. Pull them carefully out of old albums and you’ll often find family names and dates written on the reverse. These could help with a missing part of your puzzle.

	Once you’ve gone as far as possible with immediate family members, start working backwards, using key records. What you use will vary as you go along, but might include birth, marriage and death certificates, census returns, electoral rolls, military records, church records, wills and trade directories.

	There are many websites that can help you trace your family tree, using millions of names in online databases. They’re easy to use and can provide quick results, but you’ll have to pay to subscribe to them. It’s therefore worth doing as much research of your own as possible first, and really making sure that you’re focused on a particular area of research.

	Start with five key questions: Who? Where? When? What? Why? Who were your ancestors? What were their names and perhaps nicknames? When did they live? Where did they live? What did they do for a living? And why are they interesting? What did they do in their spare time? What made them unique and noteworthy? Don’t forget that old family stories may be fascinating, but they may not necessarily be founded on fact – sometimes the truth gets embroidered.

	Don’t be shocked by what you find. They say that whenever anyone traces their family tree, there is a likelihood that they’ll uncover a criminal or lunatic in their past. But you never know, you may also be connected to royalty, too!

	Don’t give up. Tracing your family tree can often be frustrating, overwhelming and difficult. But if you don’t have luck with one route, try another. Ask advice, too. You’ll get there in the end. It will be incredibly rewarding – and a wonderful gift to pass on to future generations.


THE RIGHT NAME FOR YOUR BABY

	Don’t leave choosing a name until the last minute – unless you really want to feel under pressure!

	Is there a family tradition that you wish to follow? Ask your parents for input.

	Read name books and discount all the ones you hate; highlight ones you like.

	Make lists of any names that have special meaning for you or your family.

	Will your chosen name be shortened? You might like Charlotte, but hate Lottie, for example.

	Unusual names may be hard to spell, or not typically gender-associated. Will that make life hard for your child?

	How does the name (and any middle names) work with your last name? Are the initials OK or do they spell something?

	Say your chosen name out loud. A lot. Does it sound good?

	Make sure you and your partner are equally happy with your chosen name.

	Accept advice graciously, but it’s your decision in the end.


FIRST DAYS WITH YOUR NEWBORN

	Sleep! As much as you can. Whenever you can. Switch off the phone and draw the curtains if it helps.

	Shut the door. If you’re too tired/busy to entertain visitors, don’t.

	Share as much care as possible with your partner. You’re in this together! Take time to chat and cuddle, too.

	Involve the older siblings. They’ll be anxious and in need of extra attention.

	Hang the housework. If you let your usual standards slip for a while, does it really matter?

	Eat and drink healthily and regularly. You need to look after yourself so you can look after your baby properly.

	Talk to someone. Once the initial euphoria has subsided, you may feel a little lonely and down. A fellow new mum is ideal for sharing worries, or you could invite a friend or relative round for a chat.

	Accept any offers of help.

	Do things your way. Plenty of people will offer advice, but you don’t have to follow what they say if it doesn’t suit you. After all, ‘mother knows best’!

	Enjoy this precious time with your baby. It will vanish all too quickly.


TERRIBLE TODDLER TANTRUMS

	Compromise. It’s better to avoid tantrums, so if you don’t mind giving in a little it will save you both a lot of stress.

	Organize things so that they are less frustrating for your little one. If he/she doesn’t get upset there’s no need to throw a tantrum.

	Can you make the difficult thing any easier for your toddler to cope with? With kindness and lateral thinking you might be able to steer clear of tantrums.

	Stay calm. Anger exacerbates things.

	In the throes of a tantrum, hold your toddler gently so that no damage is done. If they can’t bear this, at least keep them clear of anything breakable.

	Don’t try to reason with your toddler in the middle of a tantrum. They won’t be capable of responding.

	Make sure the tantrums don’t lead to rewards or punishments. If your toddler learns that having a tantrum changes nothing, he/she is less likely to learn that such actions get results.

	Don’t be embarrassed by tantrums. If you need to take your toddler to the shops, then go to the shops.

	Sympathize. Toddlers are torn by their emotions and don’t usually do it on purpose. They feel as bad as you do and need a good cuddle afterwards.

	This stage will pass. If your toddler’s negative emotions are wearing you down, try to focus on their many happy times.


SENSIBLE TOILET TRAINING

	Wait until your child is physically ready. He/she will start to recognize the signs of needing the toilet soon enough.

	A good potty is vital: stable, comfortable, easy to clean. A ‘throne’ may appeal. Or your child may want to start straight away with a special toilet seat.

	Let your toddler get to know their potty. Explain what it’s for and let your little one play with it and sit on it with a nappy on.

	Never force your toddler onto a potty against their will.

	Don’t make the process of toilet training about being ‘good’ or ‘naughty’. It’s a skill to master, not a moral issue.

	Imitation helps. Let your child see you using the toilet.

	Bare all. Try letting your child just have a bare bottom, or else use trainer pants with a plastic lining.

	Avoid piling on the pressure. Praise success and be sympathetic with accidents.

	Provide prompt help. Fetch the potty, assist with clothes, wiping and disposing.

	Carry a potty and clean pants with you whenever you go out and find out where all the public toilets are.


BED-WETTING? SORTED!

	Wet nappies every morning? Don’t take them off at night yet. Just no point.

	Don’t make a big deal of a wet bed. Anxiety will only make things worse.

	Plastic sheets are essential. But do find ones that are comfortable not crinkly.

	Don’t stop evening drinks, but go easy on fizzy and caffeine-containing drinks.

	Be patient. Your child can only be dry at night once their body has started making a hormone that slows down urine production. No one can control that.

	If your child has been dry for a while, and then starts wetting again, it could be caused by an infection. See your doctor.

	Insecurities can cause bed-wetting. If there are problems at home it may be time to go back into night-time nappies again – just for a while. Just give lots of support.

	Genes count. Bed-wetting can run in families, so if you or your partner were late being dry you’ll need to be extra patient.

	Encourage your child to use the toilet just before bed. Opinions vary as to whether you should ‘lift’ them in the night to take to the loo, but if it suits you, do it.

	Keep spare bedding/nightwear handy for quick and easy night-time changes.


HELP A LEFT-HANDED CHILD

	Don’t make assumptions about which hand your child will use until about the age of four. Handedness can change.

	Allow your child to use whichever hand suits them. Sometimes hand usage may be different for different activities.

	When they start cutting-out, buy a pair of left-handed scissors. The blades are set differently, making cutting easier.

	Position paper correctly for writing: place the paper to the left of your child and rotate the top to the right, at an angle.

	Teach your child to hold their pencil correctly. He/she should grip the pencil between thumb, index and middle fingers.

	Moulded, triangular pen/pencil grips may be a good idea; consider buying a specially designed left-handed pen.

	Some left-handed children try to write from right to left. Draw a tiny cross in the top-left corner of the paper so he/she knows where to start.

	Place drinking cups to the child’s left side, as well as a spoon/knife.

	Tie shoes standing opposite to your child or in front of a mirror, so that they can practise their way round.

	When your child starts using a computer, a special left-handed mouse may be a good idea.


SEE TO SIBLING RIVALRY

	If you have a jealous toddler, spend as much time as you can with him/her.

	Listen to your children and take what they’re saying seriously. Talk about how they feel and how they might resolve their problems for themselves.

	Remind your kids that they don’t need to compete for your love or attention.

	Hold back a little. Your kids need to learn how to resolve problems themselves.

	Don’t let fights get out of hand. Listen to what’s happening and step in if things start to get violent.

	Have a change of scene. A trip to the park or a run around the garden may provide a welcome diversion.

	Don’t get into the blame game. Taking sides will get you nowhere. Unless it’s really obvious who’s at fault. You must be as impartial as you can.

	Give your children individual attention as often as you can.

	Separate your kids if the fighting gets too much.

	Set rules for things like name-calling and physical fighting. Stick to them.


BOOST YOUR CHILD’S CONFIDENCE

	Give your child lots of praise.

	Let your child know that it’s quite OK to make mistakes sometimes.

	Listen carefully to your kids and make sure you’ve understood their problems. Respond, but let them keep talking.

	Help your child to express his/her feelings and acknowledge them.

	Don’t let your child think that you’re criticizing them as a person, just their bad behaviour.

	Take an interest in your child’s life, in their schoolwork and friends.

	Encourage your child to try out plenty of new things. Succeeding at something will give them a massive confidence boost.

	Never ever laugh at your child.

	Focus on your child’s successes rather than on any perceived failures.

	Don’t put yourself down. If they think you have poor self-esteem they may start to feel the same way about themselves.


TRIPS OUT WITH YOUR TOT

	Ride the bus

	Train journey

	Zoo

	Park

	Gardens

	Shops

	Swimming pool

	Museum/gallery

	Play group

	Library


TODDLER MEALTIMES WITHOUT TANTRUMS

	Conflict over food is always counterproductive. Try not to get frustrated or angry with your fussy eater.

	Gentle, calm encouragement is best. Try not to sound too desperate!

	Routine helps: eat at the same times.

	If family mealtimes are hectic, feed your toddler separately.

	Variety is good, but it’s not always essential – eating similar things most days is fine, as long as the food’s nutritious.

	Cook inexpensive foods and simple recipes – you’re less likely to take it personally if you’re child doesn’t eat them.

	Don’t worry too much about eating foods in the ‘wrong’ order – if pudding is eaten before the main, it’s fine, as long as what he/she eats is nutritionally balanced.

	Don’t make your toddler sit for hours over a half-eaten plate.

	Let your child eat with his/her hands if necessary.

	Never, ever physically force your child to eat.


TEACH YOUR TOT TO TALK

	Talk and sing to your little one as much as you possibly can.

	Listen to what your tot says and respond in an appropriate way.

	Use lots of meaningful, individual words and repeat them all the time.

	If your toddler says a ‘wrong’ word, don’t criticize; simply use the correct one yourself when you repeat the phrase.

	Offer praise when your tot repeats your words and sounds.

	Read to your child every day and discuss what’s in the story and pictures.

	Involve your tot in all your activities so that all the new words become familiar.

	Avoid just talking ‘baby talk’. This might well hold up language development.

	In a large family, try to find some one-to-one talking or reading time.

	Remember that children develop at different rates. Einstein was three before he started to talk.


DISCIPLINE FOR LITTLE ONES

	Encourage toddlers to express feelings. If children know they can, they are more likely to do what you ask them to do.

	Only make hard-and-fast rules about really the important things – you can be flexible about the rest.

	Don’t punish your child for behaving like one. Children are high-spirited.

	Talk to your partner and agree on a consistent disciplinary approach.

	Praise the good behaviour and either ignore the bad or else explain calmly what was wrong.

	Don’t make empty threats. Your child will soon learn to ignore them.

	Don’t keep telling a child he/she is naughty or nasty – they will end up living up to the description.

	When things go wrong, tell your child that you love him/her, but not the bad behaviour.

	No point in dishing out punishment later. It should be immediate or not at all.

	Never hit. If you’re pushed to the point where you’re about to lose it, step out of the room until you’ve calmed down.


BEST BEDTIMES

	Make your child’s bedroom into a comfortable, cosy place to be.

	Attractive bedding and nightwear will make bedtime more appealing.

	Place a pretty light near the bed that your child can control.

	Have favourite toys around the bed to encourage solo play.

	Don’t use bedtime as punishment.

	Warn your child about upcoming bedtime, so that activities can be finished.

	Establish a routine in which there’s something to look forward to at bedtime, whether it’s a story, song or telling jokes.

	Leave the door ajar so your child feels safely close to you.

	Say that you’ll be back to check on your child in a while – he/she will feel more secure and will have a deadline for going to sleep.

	If your child gets out of bed, return him/her there straight away, without fuss.


HELP YOUR CHILD GET TO SLEEP

	Routine

	Milky drink

	Warm bath

	Calm

	Story

	Music/song

	Nightlight

	Cuddle

	Soft toy

	Leave decisively


HELP YOUR CHILD MAKE FRIENDS

	Talk to your child’s teacher. They might suggest a reason why he/she isn’t making friends. You may need to help with shyness.

	Be a role model. Your child will learn by watching you interacting with your own friends, neighbours and relatives.

	Making friends is all about developing social skills. For a younger child, act out playing with friends using toys.

	To help older children socialize, talk through different scenarios such as how to join in a game or how to take turns.

	Invite a potential friend to play. Plan an activity in advance that the children will enjoy together and supervise carefully.

	Praise your child when he/she gets on well with friends.

	Can you see an argument brewing? Don’t let it get out of hand and put your child off making friends. Step in kindly and help them sort it out.

	Arrange activities with other people – clubs, outings and so on.

	Don’t get anxious if your child has few friends. It changes through childhood.

	Not all children need lots of friends – some are happy with just one close friend or spending time alone.


TEACH YOUR CHILD TO SWIM

	Start by teaching safety around water and then building confidence with lots of games in the bathtub and swimming pool.

	Toddlers often think they can swim when in fact they can’t. Don’t leave them alone for a second.

	First of all, encourage floating on the back while he/she kicks.

	Blowing bubbles under water is a good way to teach your child how to get the face wet without swallowing water.

	At four/five years your child may be ready for formal teaching. But don’t force it. And remember that a child may love swimming one day and hate it the next. Be patient and they’ll get there in the end.

	Teach your child to relax and lie flat in the water, using a life vest, lying in your arms or holding onto the side of the pool at first.

	Get your child to push off from the side towards you, so that he/she is moving while floating.

	Get your child to start kicking independently – he/she shouldn’t bend the knees too much.

	Put in strong, slow arm movements.

	When your child feels confident, demonstrate how to breathe by putting your face to the side, alternating with your arms. Your child will need lots of practice, but the basics are in place.


HAIR-WASHING WITHOUT TEARS

	Make the whole of bathtime fun so that it’s not an event to be dreaded.

	Let your child see you washing your own hair so that it becomes a normal, painless thing to do.

	Try a ‘ring’ that pulls over the head and sits below the hairline to stop water going into the eyes.

	Get your child to hold a clean, soft flannel over the face to stop drips.

	Encourage your child to help squeeze out the shampoo and lather.

	Use a gentle, child-friendly shampoo.

	Some children enjoy pouring water over themselves. If so, encourage it.

	Bath toys may provide a distraction.

	Be as quick as possible so the hair-washing is over without too much fuss.

	Finish with a gentle conditioner to make combing through easier.


WHICH MUSICAL INSTRUMENT?

	Let your child listen to a variety of instruments. He/she may immediately have a strong preference for one sound.

	Play with toy instruments. Does your child show an interest in one in particular?

	Visit a music store and try instruments from each separate group: woodwind, brass, strings, piano/percussion.

	Does the instrument physically fit your child? Some are too big or heavy for a small child, and it’s worth him/her holding and playing an instrument a few times before committing to it.

	If an instrument is too big, try an alternative – a flute instead of a clarinet or a cornet instead of the trumpet.

	Is your child coordinated? Keyboards and strings are generally better suited for younger children than brass and woodwind.

	Consider what tuition is available in your area, and how much it will cost.

	Group lessons are usually more fun, and cheaper, so choose an instrument your child can play with friends.

	If you don’t want to commit to buying an instrument just yet, rent one to begin with. Some schools loan them when you book lessons.

	When you do decide to buy, get the best quality you can afford.


SAFETY FROM STRANGER DANGER

	Don’t dwell on unlikely, horrific possibilities. Concentrate on routine safety and make sure your child understands the rules.

	Make sure your child knows never to accept gifts or sweets from strangers.

	Tell your child never to go anywhere with anyone – even a friend – without asking you first.

	Instruct your child to shout ‘no’ loudly if approached by someone they don’t know and run to a safe place.

	Don’t advise: ‘Don’t talk to strangers’. Your child may need to ask for help from someone they don’t know.

	Tell your child what to do if you get separated when you’re out and about.

	Teach your child who to approach: uniformed policeman, security guards or shop-keepers if they need help.

	Help your child to memorize his/her name, address and home phone number.

	Encourage your child not to necessarily believe stories someone might tell them, such as mummy needing help or going to see some kittens.

	Make sure your child knows he/she should tell you straight away if someone does approach them.


HORRID HEADLICE

	Check your child’s head for headlice at least once a week.

	Use a pale-coloured comb. You’ll see the dark lice more easily.

	Check everyone who’s been in contact with your child. They all need treatment.

	Wet-combing is traditional, using a very fine-toothed comb on wet hair. Leave in some conditioner to ease combing.

	Shorter hair is easier to comb.

	Re-comb the hair on days five, nine and 13 to catch lice as they hatch, but before they lay eggs.

	A medicated lotion or spray may be effective: ask your pharmacist for advice, and use it according to the instructions.

	No need to wash/fumigate clothing or bedding. Headlice can only survive on humans and die after one/two days away from a scalp.

	Even if you remove all headlice, your child can be re-infested if they come into contact with someone with headlice.

	Getting headlice doesn’t mean your child is dirty. Anyone with hair can be affected. And they love clean hair.


EASE CHILDHOOD AILMENTS

	Relieve the itching of chickenpox spots by dabbing them with calamine lotion or essential oil of lavender.

	Ease the nasty congestion of a cold by sitting your child in a ‘tent’ made from a towel over a bowl of steaming water. Add a few drops of essential oil of cinnamon to the water.

	To help a persistent cough, avoid dairy products, offer plenty of fluids and encourage your child to sleep on his or her side rather than back.

	For croup, sit in the bathroom with the door shut and hot taps running until the room fills up with steam. If the attack is severe, see a doctor immediately.

	For diarrhoea, don’t give your child solid foods but offer plenty of fluids (but not fruit juice or squash). See a doctor if the complaint lasts more than 48 hours, if there is blood in the diarrhoea, if your child is vomiting at the same time or if he/she has severe stomach ache.

	For mild ear ache, crush some fresh garlic and mix with olive oil, then strain and soak a cotton ball in the mixture. Gently push the ball into the outer part of your child’s ear to draw out the infection.

	For a mild tummy ache, try a warm-water bottle on the stomach and give your child plenty of water.

	Lower a temperature by taking off your child’s clothes and sponging him/her with tepid water. Give paracetamol and cool drinks and see a doctor if the temperature is very high, lasts more than 24 hours or your child shows other symptoms.

	If your child is vomiting, give very small sips of water, semi-skimmed milk or diluted fruit juice or squash. See a doctor if the problem persists or if you are worried in any way.

	Help prickly heat by putting your child in loose, cotton clothing and giving him/her a cool bath or shower. Avoid heat and humidity: a fan will help, too.


POSSIBLE SIGNS OF A SERIOUS ILLNESS

	Stiff neck

	A fit

	Breathlessness

	Severe abdominal pain

	Unusually drowsy

	Very pale

	Spotty, purple-red rash

	Repeated vomiting

	Unresponsiveness

	Turning blue


ALL ABOUT POCKET MONEY

	Start giving pocket money once your child understands that different things have different values.

	What does your child need/want to spend their money on? If you think their requests are valid, you can work out an appropriate amount together.

	Rather than giving your child cash you could open a bank account and deposit in it money regularly.

	Stick to the amount you have agreed unless there are exceptional circumstances.

	It’s quite reasonable to ask your child to do age-appropriate household chores in return for pocket money.

	Set a day on which the chores must be done and give pocket money straight after.

	Give small bonuses for extra chores, or deduct money for bad behaviour.

	Raise pocket money as time goes by.

	Encourage your child to save a little of their pocket money each week.

	Keep a close eye on how the pocket money is being spent.


OUCH! A CHILD WHO BITES

	Keep your reaction low-key. Biting shouldn’t be a means of getting attention.

	Say ‘no’ and, if your child is old enough to understand, explain that biting is definitely not OK.

	Try to get your child to say sorry and then move on.

	Never, ever bite back. You’ll be letting your child know that it’s OK for you to bite.

	If your child looks as though he/she’s about to bite, try a diversionary technique to distract him/her.

	Stay close and watch for signs of anger building up.

	Biting may be a sign of tiredness, hunger or frustration. Deal with those issues and the biting should stop.

	Substitute a teething toy. Sometimes a teething child will bite.

	If biting persists, try a negative consequence such as not playing with your child for five minutes.

	Reward your child for good (non-biting!) behaviour.


KEEP YOUR CHILD SAFE ON THE INTERNET

	Your child should never give out personal information such as full names, addresses, name of school/work or phone numbers for themselves or family members.

	Your child should treat people they ‘meet’ on the internet as if they were a stranger on the street.

	They should never post pictures of themselves without consulting you first.

	Advise your child not to choose a provocative username.

	People can pretend to be anyone they want to be on the internet. Ensure your child understands that.

	Your child should never ever agree to meeting anyone they’ve encountered on the internet without your permission.

	If your child does meet someone from the internet in real life, a parent or trusted adult must go with them.

	Tell your child to never respond to rude/threatening messages. Ask them to tell a parent or teacher instead.

	Don’t let your child open emails from someone you don’t know.

	Consider using a filter that only allows your child access to a pre-approved list of websites.


ADORABLE TWEENAGERS

	Reinforce a sense of security and self-esteem by telling your child you love them and are proud of them, no matter what.

	Understand your pre-teen better by getting to know their friends and asking what they do in and out of school. Talk about peer pressure and avoiding risky situations.

	Keep communicating with your child: talk to them, listen and respond.

	Assign household chores – it will give your pre-teen a sense of responsibility and self-esteem.

	Set clear rules about study hours, curfews and behaviour, with fair, consistent consequences if they are not obeyed. If thing go wrong, discuss how your child should have behaved.

	Monitor friends, behaviour and his/her whereabouts, without snooping.

	Decide on a fair limit for time spent on computers and other entertainment media. Encourage a wide variety of other hobbies and interests.

	Modify your rules and expectations as your pre-teen matures. There’s a heap of difference between an eight-year-old and a 12-year-old.

	Don’t be offended if it feels as though your child is pushing you away. He/she still needs you, but is starting to establish independence now.

	Establish trust by giving your child a (safe) taste of independence.


SURVIVE SEX EDUCATION

	Make sure you know what you’re talking about. Do research if necessary.

	Have appropriate books, videos and articles available to back you up.

	Map out what you plan to say. Practise by talking to your partner first.

	Don’t wait for your child to bring up the subject; better to start the conversation yourself.

	Avoid making a big lecture. Let your child ask questions and check how he/she is responding.

	Keep the conversations ongoing. It’s not a one-off, but a long-term topic.

	Make the atmosphere seem more casual by having ‘the chat’ while you’re both doing something else, like washing the dishes or walking the dog.

	You could start a conversation in response to watching a love scene on TV.

	If you feel embarrassed, say so. It could ease the tension.

	Don’t be critical of your child’s responses. Listen calmly and make sure they know you’re happy to talk further whenever they want.


MISTAKES TO AVOID MAKING WITH TEENAGERS

	Lecturing

	Not listening

	Inconsistency

	Unreasonable goals

	Negativity

	Ignoring problems

	Not talking

	Avoiding family time

	Standing back

	Giving up


CO-EXIST WITH A TEENAGER

	Expect some conflict as your child becomes more independent. Just don’t let it get out of hand.

	It’s all about communication. Listen, stay calm and decide what you want to stand firm on and where you could make a few compromises.

	Teenagers need clear boundaries, just like younger children.

	Respect your teenager’s views, even if they are different to your own. But you can ask them to respect yours.

	Take an interest in their friends, hobbies and schoolwork. Be supportive without piling on the pressure.

	Ensure your teens tell you where they are going, who with, and what time they will be back. Do the same in return.

	Clear a little time in your schedule so you can do ordinary things together.

	Give teenagers their own space and respect their privacy.

	Cultivate reserves of patience.

	Encourage and praise teenagers and let them know that you love them and will always be there for them.


TELL-TALE SIGNS OF A DRUG PROBLEM

	Change in appearance

	New friends

	Different interests

	Loss of appetite

	Disrupted sleep

	Moodiness

	Lack of communication

	Lack of motivation

	Poor school work

	Out late


MAKE SURE TEENS STAY SAFE

	Teenagers should keep valuables out of sight when they’re out. Tell them not to fight back if someone tries to mug them.

	Teens should be alert to what’s around them. They should stick to well-lit roads. and consider carrying a personal alarm.

	Educate yourself about drugs and talk frankly to your teenager about them.

	Don’t talk to your teen about drugs when you suspect they might be high. Keep calm and try not to overreact. If necessary, get help from a professional.

	Warn your teen not to carry a weapon for self-defence. It is against the law and could be used against them.

	Help your teenager develop a healthy attitude towards alcohol. Explain the risks and ensure that, if they drink, it is under parental supervision and limited.

	Make sure your teen can get home safely at night.

	Talk to your teen about sexually transmitted diseases, and discuss how they can stay safe.

	Discuss the consequences of risky behaviour with your teen and suggest ways of dealing with peer pressure.

	Place the computer in a family room so you can keep an eye on what your teenager is doing on it. Think carefully about the consequences of your teen having a computer in their own room.


JUGGLE WORK & CHILDREN

	Stick to a consistent routine that is easy for everyone concerned to follow.

	Prioritize the most important tasks, and don’t worry about the non-essentials.

	Make it easier to remember things by creating a to-do list, a calendar, diary or personal organizer, or set up reminders on your phone or computer.

	Delegate as many tasks as possible. Children can tidy their own rooms and dads can do the cooking, for example.

	Relieve any stress with some gentle exercise – go for a workout or a walk in the fresh air during your lunch break.

	Find a school near to work – you’ll be able to fit drop-offs, pick-ups and teacher meetings into your schedule more easily.

	Make the most of family time together by eating as a family and setting aside time to relax together.

	Have a back-up plan for when your child falls sick on one of your working days.

	Try not to feel guilty. Everyone has to make compromises – do the best you can.

	Take time for yourself occasionally. You deserve it.


BE A SUPER SINGLE PARENT

	Develop a support network – family, friends, maybe even a local single-parent group. You’ll need reliable childcare and people to turn to in an emergency.

	Spend as much quality time with your children as you can.

	Be respectful towards your ex-partner and never say anything negative about him or her in front of your children.

	Never force your kids to take sides.

	Give yourself time to relax and stay healthy. Eat as sensibly as you can and get plently of exercise, too.

	Boost your children’s self-esteem with plenty of love and praise.

	Accept help whenever it’s offered.

	Try not to over-indulge your children in an effort to compensate.

	Don’t involve your children in your problems, frustrations, anxieties or anger.

	Don’t dwell on your own problems more than you have to. Talk to someone else, if necessary, and learn from any mistakes you might have made.


BE A BRILLIANT DAD

	Be an example. Your kids will learn everything from the way you behave rather than what you actually say.

	Get involved with all aspects of childcare. Don’t leave it to your partner.

	Spend time alone with your kids doing special ‘dad’ things.

	Cultivate patience and tolerance. You’re going to need lots of both.

	Think laterally. Not all parenting problems have an obvious solution.

	Be flexible. Rules are good – but there are times when compromise is better.

	Sharpen up your sense of humour. There aren’t many tricky situations that can’t be laughed away.

	Listen properly to your children and respond appropriately.

	Try to maintain your calm. Shouting and aggressive behaviour won’t help anything. Quite the reverse

	Support your child’s schoolwork and hobbies – attend parent-teacher meetings and go to watch sports matches.


BE A MIRACLE MUM

	Aim high – but don’t expect perfection, of yourself or others.

	Be a mother first, not a friend. Set boundaries and stick to them.

	Trust your instincts.

	Give lavish praise and lots of love – but avoid spoiling your kids with too many material things.

	Eat together, at least some of the time.

	Don’t hot-house your children into over-achieving.

	Involve your partner in all aspects of family life.

	Learn to let go. Allow your children to be independent.

	Always be ready to listen or help.

	Don’t be a martyr to motherhood. Make time for yourself, too.


FABULOUS GRANDPARENTHOOD

	Consider how involved you want to be. Establish some ground rules with your son/daughter so that everyone knows how often you’re happy to babysit, for example.

	Child-proof your home so that there’s nothing dangerous or breakable around.

	Kids need consistency so be clear on your expectations of your grandchildren’s behaviour. Ensure they chime with your son/daughter’s own disciplinary system.

	It’s not your job to raise your grandchildren. Don’t over-step your role.

	Check with your son/daughter first. Are they happy for you to give your grandchildren sweets or other gifts?

	Don’t indulge misbehaviour.

	Spend quality time doing activities with your grandchildren. Choose things they wouldn’t get a chance to do normally.

	Share your hobbies or interests with your grandchildren – these give them a different perspective on life.

	Create a sense of family history for your grandchildren: tell them about what life was like when you were young and what your children were like as youngsters.

	Long-distance grandparents need to make a special effort to keep in touch. Use the phone, letters, email and video calls so you stay involved with each other.


KEEP YOUR MARRIAGE ALIVE

	Create time to be alone together at home. Put the children to bed a little earlier, if necessary.

	Keep in touch during the working day with an email, phone call or text message telling your partner that you care.

	Make time to go out together – but not to the movies. Go where you can chat.

	Do something surprising and nice for your partner every now and then.

	Keep talking – your partner can’t read your mind and grumpy silences won’t help.

	Have a break from your usual routine. Have a night out, a weekend away or perhaps try out a new activity together.

	Listen to your partner, pay attention to their needs and be happy to support their interests.

	Have time apart to do things you each love, and talk about them afterwards.

	Have healthy arguments. Resolve your differences without getting upset and emotional and clear the air so that you can move on.

	Have sex! Take turns to initiate and, if necessary, schedule in a ‘date night’.


COPE WITH YOUR PARTNER LEAVING

	Accept that the relationship is over – don’t try to coerce or guilt-trip your ex back into it.

	Don’t dwell on damaging feelings of guilt or failure.

	Avoid over-indulging in alcohol or other substances – it won’t help.

	Try to relax and find time to look after yourself.

	If you’re finding it hard to sleep, try herbal remedies or see your doctor.

	Stick to your normal working routine. It will help to give you focus.

	Make an effort to see your friends, even if you don’t feel very sociable.

	Think about why the relationship is ending, so you can learn from any mistakes – but don’t obsess or try to second-guess your ex’s reasons.

	Avoid seeing your ex for a while – it will only be harder to let go again.

	Don’t start thinking about a new relationship until you’re sure that you’ve definitely moved on.


DEAL WITH DIVORCE

	Try not to argue with your ex, even if he or she provokes you.

	Never use the children as weapons. Their welfare should be top priority for both of you.

	Create a support network of people who care for you.

	Stay busy. Go to work, and keep your social life on track.

	Prepare for your new life. Take up a new hobby or activity, make new friends and be positive about being single again.

	Don’t pry into your ex’s personal life. It’s no longer your business.

	Cope with stress by keeping healthy, relaxing and talking to friends or seeing a professional.

	Remain civil with your spouse, and set up systems for communicating, whether it’s about children, finances or your home.

	If you’re feeling overwhelmed, take some time out. Rest and re-evaluate.

	Give yourself time to get over it. It’s OK to feel bad; the hurt will ease eventually.


HELP KIDS GET OVER DIVORCE

	Expect your kids to be stressed, sad and confused at first. Listen to them, be patient and offer reassurance.

	Provide routines so kids feel secure.

	Tell the truth (broad brushstrokes not unsuitable details) about what’s happened, in a simple, non-scary way.

	Reassure them that you both love them and will always be there for them.

	Be diplomatic. Criticizing your ex to your children will make them unhappy and could cause long-term damage.

	Explain the practicalities clearly, so that your children know where they’ll be at what times and with whom.

	Listen to your children and acknowledge their feelings. Make sure they know that the divorce isn’t their fault.

	Never argue with your ex in front of the children; don’t ask them to take sides.

	Set aside your feelings about your ex and work with your kids’ welfare in mind.

	Both of you should remain involved in your children’s lives.


SECOND MARRIAGE SUCCESS

	Work out what went wrong in your first marriage and make sure you’re not in danger of repeating the same mistakes.

	Set aside embarrassment and talk to your new partner about all your deepest thoughts and beliefs about marriage. Ensure you know what you’re getting into.

	Let down your barriers. It can be hard after a divorce, but your new partner needs to know the real you.

	Move house. A new marriage won’t thrive if it’s haunted by the old one.

	Don’t recreate the habits/routines of the old marriage – new partner, new life.

	Be prepared to change and make compromises. If you’re stuck in a rut the new marriage might end up in it, too.

	Leave behind negative feelings from your first marriage. This is a fresh start.

	Deal with financial issues head-on. There may be alimony or child support in the picture, and you need to know that everything has been resolved fairly.

	Sort out the practicalities of dealing with children and stepchildren.

	Try pre-marriage counselling to make sure you’re establishing a strong foundation for your new lives together.


STEPCHILDREN – WHAT TO EXPECT

	Don’t expect stepchildren to be thrilled that you’ve married their mum/dad. Let them accept you on their terms.

	Acknowledge stepchildren’s feelings of loss, insecurity or resentment and show that you understand.

	Make sure that your stepchildren know that they are still loved by everyone and just as important to both their parents as they were before.

	Look at your overall parenting styles. Are they similar to your partner’s?

	Spend time together as a family on group activities. Have fun.

	Expect that genuine love or affection will take time to develop.

	Routines help kids feel secure as life in a stepfamily can be complex.

	Ask everyone in the new family to treat each other respectfully.

	Build your own broad shoulders. Don’t take a negative attitude or lack of enthusiasm from stepchildren personally.

	Try holding family meetings so that everyone can feel as though they’re having a genuine say in what’s happening. Be polite and never ignore others, no matter how young. Don’t feel hurt or withdraw.


MAKE YOUR WILL

	Make a list of all your dependants, and anyone else to whom you’d like to give something. They are your ‘beneficiaries’.

	How much money would your dependants need in the event of your death? Write a list of all your assets and liabilities and work out how much you should give and to whom.

	Be clear about individual items you want to give – in some cases it will be necessary to describe them.

	Include full names and addresses of all your beneficiaries so that they can be properly identified.

	Choose a guardian for your children (if they are under 18) and get their agreement to do it. You may want to have a second choice in case your first choice cannot take on the responsibility. Decide at what age you want your children to receive their inheritance.

	Choose trusted executors who are not only capable of the job, but are unlikely to die before you do.

	Be wary of DIY wills. If you do go for one, get it checked by a legal professional who has the relevant experience.

	Include your wishes for funeral and burial arrangements.

	Update your will if personal or financial circumstances change.

	Keep the will somewhere safe – usually either with your solicitor or in a bank vault.


CARING FOR AN ELDERLY RELATIVE

	Consult your relative, if possible, over all important decisions and what they really want.

	Check if plans have already been made for dealing with certain situations, such as health care or finances.

	Organize your important documents, especially anything relating to finances.

	List all of the medication that your relative is taking and check with your relative’s doctor that the medicines are not interacting.

	In a period of transition, establish a routine to structure each day. This will help organization and reassure the relative.

	If you don’t know your relative well, find out about their likes and dislikes, and try to establish a genuine bond with them.

	Give yourself regular planned breaks, so you can recharge your batteries.

	Consult with your siblings or other relatives on long-term care issues.

	Try to avoid a situation where one person feels they are doing all the work. If this does happen, make sure that person receives plenty of moral support.

	Be patient and try to understand issues from your elderly relative’s point of view. How would you want to be helped if you were in their shoes?

	Make the most of any local services for the elderly.


CHOOSING CARE

	Consult your relative, who may have strong opinions about being/not being moved into a home. Discuss the options.

	Check the services and care offered by any prospective care home. Assess your relative’s needs. Do they simply require help at mealtimes or have they got medical issues that require 24-hour supervision?

	Visit prospective care homes at different times of day. Drop in unannounced. Ask questions.

	Is the home clean, tidy and homely?

	Are the staff warm and welcoming, caring and patient?

	Location is important. Do you want your relative to be near by? If they go out by themselves, is the new home near shops, clubs, friends and transport?

	Research the costs of different homes. The most expensive home may not necessarily be the best.

	Money is an issue. Is there insurance? If not, who will pay? How much money is available? For how long? What state-run facilities are available?

	If you and they prefer for them to stay in their own home, is this possible? Would their home have to be modified? Who would come to look after them? How often? Who would finance this?

	Consider asking your relative to move in with you. How would you and your family cope? Is it really what your relative wants?


COPING WITH BEREAVEMENT

	Go easy on yourself for a while. Expect that you’ll feel more disorganized than usual and perhaps make mistakes.

	Get proper sleep and eat healthily.

	Take some exercise – you’ll feel better for it.

	Limit alcohol intake. It may make you feel better initially, but you could end up drinking too much or relying on alcohol to get you through this difficult time.

	Treat yourself. A sweet-smelling bunch of flowers or a coffee with a friend will give you a boost.

	Talk to a good friend – it’s best if they’re not too closely involved. Air your feelings and it will help to ease the pain.

	Consider joining a local bereavement support group.

	Remembering the good times is a healthy part of the healing process.

	Don’t rush into making big changes to your life. Take things slowly and wait until you have properly adjusted to your loss.

	Don’t expect to ‘get over it’ by a certain time. We all heal differently, but the pain will lessen eventually.


A CARING CONDOLENCE LETTER

	Write and send the letter promptly, preferably within a fortnight of the death.

	Hand-write the letter – it will seem more personal.

	Don’t get fancy. A poem is fine if it comes naturally to you, but otherwise keep it simple and just write how you feel.

	Write down a little about the special qualities of the deceased.

	Add any meaningful memories or a favourite anecdote.

	You might want to offer help of some sort. A specific offer may be better than a general ‘call if you need anything’ – you could help with shopping, the children, housework or cooking.

	If you were very close to the deceased person or their family, you may want to write a fairly long letter. But if they were a passing acquaintance or someone you didn’t know well, a short note is enough.

	Draft the letter first, to avoid making mistakes. Read it through carefully.

	Choose appropriate stationery or an illustrated card.

	End the letter with a sympathetic word or phrase, such as ‘you are in our thoughts’ or ‘my love is with you always’.


ARRANGING A FUNERAL

	Don’t rush to make decisions. It’s fine to take whatever time you need.

	Check the deceased person’s papers – their will, for example, may state how they wish to be buried.

	If no funeral decisions have been made, decide on burial or cremation, a traditional or modern service, religious or otherwise and any special touches

	Who will pay for the funeral? There may be a provision in the will. Check whether the deceased had an insurance plan or pension scheme that covers it.

	Funeral expenses can mount up. There’s no harm in shopping around. Check the details to see exactly what’s included.

	Put an announcement in the newspaper and/or relevant publications.

	Compile a list of people to invite – you may need to consult other members of your family.

	Would you like people to send flowers? Some people prefer to ask for donations to charity instead.

	Include as many personal elements in the service as possible, from music and poems to flowers and photographs, to help with the healing process.

	Will you need caterers for after the funeral? Decide whether you will do this yourself, book a professional or go to a restaurant, pub or other public venue.


THE IDEAL PET FOR YOU

	Think about why you want a pet. Is it for companionship, to get you out on walks, for the children? Do you want a cuddly pet, one that can learn tricks, or one that doesn’t require much attention?

	Consider how much time you can spend looking after a pet. Reptiles, for example, require great care in setting up and maintaining, while mice or rats, which are relatively easy to look after, require regular cleaning out. Dogs need walking and some require frequent grooming.

	What about costs? Pedigree animals can be expensive and all pets cost money to keep. Budget for food, insurance, training, spaying/neutering, enclosures, vet visits, holiday care, grooming and toys. Least expensive pets include small birds, hamsters and goldfish, while the most expensive are rare breeds or exotic pets.

	Look at your available space. You’re better off having some outdoor space if you decide on a dog or cat, while small mammals, reptiles, birds and fish live happily indoors.

	Do you have any animal-related dislikes, fears or allergies? Lots of people wouldn’t like a pet snake or spider, while some are allergic to cats, dogs or horses. Try handling your prospective pet before you commit to buying it.

	Are you out a lot? If you are at work all day or at night, a dog won’t be right. Cats can be left alone all day, but like to be fussed once you’re home.

	Are you allowed to keep a pet where you live? In some properties, you might be allowed a fish tank but not a dog. If you are planning to get an exotic animal, check whether there is legislation that might require you to register it.

	Do you have a baby or young children? If so, whatever pet you choose must be safe for them. Small mammals such as gerbils may bite, or be too quick for kids to handle easily, and even the cutest kitten has scratchy claws. Dogs can be ultra-gentle, snappy or risky, while fish may not be the most exciting family pet.

	How will you handle problems and emergencies? Pets do get sick or injured and you’ll need to get them treated as quickly as possible. Are you properly set up for this?

	Who will look after your pet when you’re away on holiday? Most areas have kennels and catteries, or pet-sitters, or you may have a friend or neighbour who is willing to help.


CHOOSE THE RIGHT DOG

	Pedigree or crossbreed?

	Rescued dog?

	Lively or couch potato?

	Does size matter?

	Gentle or guard dog?

	Good with other pets?

	Good with kids?

	Affectionate or aloof?

	Non-moulting?

	Puppy or adult?


HEEL! PUPPY-TRAINING

	Allow plenty of time and be patient. Your puppy wants to please you, but it may take a while to get everything right.

	Several short sessions a day are better than one long session. Like children, puppies have a short attention span.

	Puppy class is great for teaching your dog to socialize with others and for you both to learn some basic skills.

	Be committed and consistent.

	Be firm but kind. Dogs work best when they are rewarded for good behaviour, not punished when they go wrong.

	Learn what motivates your puppy – food, a toy or simply a word of praise.

	Repeat, repeat, repeat. Your puppy learns by doing the same thing over and over again.

	Take your puppy around with you (in a carrier if he hasn’t had all his shots) to meet different people and experience as many different situations as possible

	Consider ‘clicker’ training, which is a simple and effective way to ‘shape’ your puppy’s behaviour.

	Don’t stop training just because you’ve finished the course or your puppy has grown up. Continue all your dog’s life.


PAMPERED POOCH POWER

	Buy ‘complete’ or ‘balanced’ food and remember that a dog’s nutritional needs can change over the course of its life.

	Ceramic food dishes are the ideal choice as they are heavy enough not to tip over, can go in the microwave and dishwasher and last for years.

	A dog can’t tell the difference between an old shoe that you don’t mind him chewing and a new one. Give him toys that don’t resemble precious items that you’d prefer him to leave alone.

	Old soft toys make a good dog toy, but if your dog likes to chew them up, remove button eyes, wires or other potential choking hazards first.

	Keep a plastic water bottle and a bowl in the boot of the car so your dog has something to drink straight after an energetic walk.

	Tinned or dry food? Tinned food is appetizing but can’t be left out for long; dry food is good for your dog’s teeth and is often better for dogs that are prone to gaining weight.

	Clip your dog’s nails if they touch the floor when he is standing. Wait till he’s sleepy or relaxed, use special trimmers and clip where the nail curves, just above the pink quick.

	Brush your dog regularly – it stimulates blood flow and distributes natural skin oils. If your dog’s fur is matted, work some baby oil through the area first.

	Check your dog’s paws regularly for cuts, cracks or punctures. Small cuts should be cleaned and covered with anti-biotic ointment. For dry foot pads, apply a light coat of petroleum jelly.

	Clean your dog’s teeth with a doggy toothpaste and either a soft brush or some gauze wrapped around your finger.


CUTE KITTENS! ALL YOU NEED TO KNOW

	Kittens need extra protein, so give them special kitten food, not cat food.

	After weaning or because of stress kittens can suffer from diarrhoea. This can cause dehydration, which may be fatal if not treated quickly by a vet.

	Eye problems in kittens are common; take yours to the vet if you are worried.

	Use a litter tray from when they are four weeks old. Pop the kittens in after every meal. Gently rub their paws in the litter as if they were scratching, to give them the right idea.

	Expose your kitten to as many different experiences as possible, so he/she can get used to all aspects of life, from being around the vacuum cleaner to going in the car.

	Stop your kitten from clawing the furniture by getting a scratching post and using repellant spray or stick-on strips anywhere you don’t want destroyed.

	Don’t let little children pick up kittens unsupervised – they squeeze and the kitten bites or scratches. It’s best if the child sits down with an adult and lets the kitten approach them.

	Don’t let a kitten go outside until all the vaccinations are complete.

	Introducing a new kitten to other pets? Do it slowly and give him/her space to approach them or run away. Fuss over the others, so they don’t get jealous.

	Ignore a kitten’s bad behaviour and reinforce the good with cuddles and rewards of food or toys.


FELINE FACTS: CARE FOR YOUR CAT

	Cats need a hiding place or they can become stressed. Make sure your cat can always get to one. High-up places are a good option, if there’s a choice.

	Place your cat’s litter tray in a quiet place, well away from where she eats or sleeps. Clean it regularly.

	If you have two or more cats, make sure they have room to get away from each other if they want to.

	Cats can’t be vegetarian. They need several small, meat-based meals a day and plenty of water. A good-quality, complete dry food is best.

	Give your cat plenty of opportunities for exercise and play – toys, scratching posts, feathers and small balls to chase (a scrunched-up piece of foil is perfect).

	Don’t shout at or punish your cat – he/she won’t understand what’s going on, and if they behave badly it is usually a sign of stress or illness.

	Don’t give your cat cow’s milk. Water is best, or for an occasional treat give special cat milk.

	A cardboard box lined with a towel makes a great cat bed.

	Don’t use a cardboard box as a cat-carrier – they’re too easy to claw through. A proper plastic one or a basket is best.

	After you have moved house, keep your cat indoors for at least a week. Don’t let her out until you’re sure he/she is properly settled in.


LOOKING AFTER A RABBIT

	You need a lot of space if you want to keep rabbits. Provide room for hopping, running, jumping, digging, stretching out when lying down and standing on back legs without the ears touching the roof of the hutch.

	Rabbits need somewhere safe to hide (a cardboard box or a pipe) if they feel afraid. They should have separate areas for food, rest and going to the toilet.

	Let rabbits make friends – they are sociable animals and like to be kept with at least one other friendly rabbit.

	Give your rabbit a chance to exercise every day. They’re most active in the early morning, late afternoon and at night.

	Give your rabbits toys to play with and interact with.

	Encourage foraging by giving your rabbit hay in a rack, tube or box and then scatter food in it.

	Rabbits should always have access to good-quality hay, for their dental and digestive health.

	Give your rabbits their own sandbox for digging in.

	Rabbits may nibble electrical wire, house plants and soft toys. Make sure your home is bunny-proof before you set your pet loose inside.

	Cut the carrots. Rabbits should mainly eat hay or grass. Give the occasional root vegetable as a treat only.


HOW TO KEEP GUINEA PIGS

	Not too hot and not too cold: guinea pigs are sensitive to temperature changes, and should be kept in an environment that is 15–26°C (60–78°F).

	Keep guinea pigs calm. These are creatures of habit and they don’t like too much noise and activity.

	Bust guinea pig boredom. Guinea pigs are intelligent and like to explore, play and gnaw. Give them toys and an interesting environment and play with them.

	Provide a safe space. Guinea pigs need a place to hide, where they feel secure.

	A great guinea pig home is dry, draught-free, well ventilated, spacious, with a shelter and some horizontal pipes for them to get some exercise in.

	Dogs and cats are guinea pigs’ natural predators. Keep them well away.

	Avoid giving guinea pigs oranges and other citrus fruit. Give hay, fresh grass, leafy greens and pellets. Small amounts of root veg/fruit make a good treat.

	Be gentle. A guinea pig won’t understand shouting or punishment and it will only scare them. Bad behaviour indicates stress or a medical problem.

	Most guinea pigs prefer to live with another friendly guinea pig.

	Handle your guinea pig gently from a young age – it will see you as a friend and companion.


SOOTHING TROPICAL FISH

	Choose your fish before setting up your aquarium, as different fish have varying requirements.

	It’s easiest to start with freshwater fish, as looking after a marine aquarium is a far more complex prospect. Choose a hardy species and remember that some fish are only ever happy if they are a member of a shoal of a certain size.

	The bigger the tank the better – more water means it’s better quality and there’s less chance of compatibility problems between fish.

	A good lid on top of the tank is important – some fish like to jump and you don’t want them to jump out!

	Consider fishy water requirements. For fully grown fish, allow a minimum of 45 litres (10g) of water, with 4.5 litres (1g) of water for every 2.5cm (1in) of fish.

	Add water plants to provide oxygen and somewhere for the fish to hide.

	Add a filter, a light and a heater. Choose a straightforward system that will be easy to look after.

	Don’t put your aquarium in direct sunlight such as on a windowsill. It will affect the water temperature and may cause green algae to grow.

	Don’t put fish straight into a new tank. Allow three weeks or so to establish a healthy microbial colony first.

	Change the water regularly as stale water can be very harmful to fish.


TWEET! A BIRD FOR A PET

	Choose as large a cage as possible. Your bird should be able to spread both its wings out and turn around without touching the sides of the cage.

	Larger birds like to climb, so they need a high cage, while smaller birds like to be able to fly within the cage, so require a longer enclosure.

	Provide perches with different diameters to prevent foot problems. Clean, natural branches are good for this.

	Ensure the door has a bird-proof latch and that your bird can’t get any parts of its body wedged between the bars.

	Supplement dry seed with fresh green seeds, fruit, vegetables and perhaps vitamins and minerals.

	Check your bird regularly: it should have bright eyes, clean, shiny feathers, a good appetite and be energetic and active.

	Don’t let your bird fly free inside the house unless you’re certain you’ve shut all the doors and windows. Turn off ceiling and floor fans, close the toilet lid, cover air ducts and either pull blinds/close curtains or put a sticker on the window to warn your bird it’s there. Supervise your bird whenever it’s out of the cage.

	Parrots can be very destructive. Encase electric wiring in plastic tubing and keep an eye on them when they’re loose.

	Be careful with cleaners and sprays – birds are very sensitive to airborne toxins.

	Dogs and cats are natural predators – ensure the cage is safe and shut other pets away when the bird is flying free.


ELIMINATE ANIMAL SMELLS

	If your pet has peed, soak up as much as possible by blotting the spot with paper towels. Clean it thoroughly with warm, soapy water and allow to dry.

	For stale urine smells, sprinkle baking soda over the area, leave for 20 minutes or so, then vacuum up.

	White vinegar neutralizes odours.

	Try a commercial cleaner, but avoid anything containing ammonia, as the smell can actually encourage cats to pee again in the same place.

	Spot-test any cleaners in advance in case they stain your flooring.

	Don’t use a steam-cleaner or blow-dryer on pet stains: the warmth can set the stain and odour more firmly.

	For persistent smells, lift the flooring to check whether pee has gone through. If it’s necessary, clean the underside of your carpet or vinyl, as well as the sub-floor.

	To keep your carpets smelling fresh, sprinkle baking soda or commercial powder freshener on the carpet once a week before vacuuming.

	Have carpets professionally cleaned once or twice a year.

	Groom and wash your pet regularly.


CHOOSE A PET-SITTER

	Ask the pet-sitter to come to your home and meet your pet. Do they get on?

	Ask about training and experience.

	What services does the pet-sitter offer? As well as checking your pets are OK, feeding them and keeping their toilet area clean, sitters may also exercise pets, play with them and groom them.

	Have they got insurance?

	If your pet needs medication, is the sitter happy to give it?

	Get references from other clients.

	When would the sitter check on your pet? For how long and how often?

	What happens if your pet becomes ill? Is the sitter associated with a vet or will they use yours? What about payment?

	If the sitter become ill or is unable to look after your pets, do they have a backup arrangement?

	Write a written contract that details all terms and conditions, services and fees.


PET-PROOF YOUR HOME

	Be careful about plants in your house and garden. Many common species are poisonous to animals.

	Make sure your pet can’t get at your cleaning products, rat poison, ant-killer, insecticides or medication.

	Make your fences and gates secure, and check them regularly.

	Keep chocolate out of reach of your dog – it’s a danger to pooches.

	Find any small holes that your pet could squeeze into and screen them off.

	Keep the lid on your rubbish bin. Don’t let your cats/dogs rummage through potentially hazardous stuff.

	Hide or cover up electrical wires. Dogs, cats, rabbits and other pets may be tempted to gnaw through them.

	Take care when using bleach, antifreeze and other products. If you spill them, flush the area well with water in case your pet tries to lick them up.

	Get a good book that lists common pet poisons, symptoms of poisoning, and what to do in case of emergency.

	Keep your vet’s and emergency vet’s telephone numbers handy.


GIVE MEDICINE TO YOUR CAT/DOG

	Check if the medicine should be given with food or on an empty stomach.

	Wrap a pill in a piece of meat, a cube of cheese or some peanut butter.

	A capsule can be broken and mixed into tasty wet food to disguise it.

	Check before you crush pills and mix them into wet food – some types need to be taken whole.

	Dip a pill into a small amount of butter to help it slide down a cat’s throat.

	If you have to hold your cat to give it medicine, it may help to gently wrap a towel around it to stop it clawing you. This can work with a bird, too.

	Buy a plunger to help get a pill or liquid to the back or side of a cat’s mouth.

	Once you’ve popped a pill into a cat’s mouth, hold the mouth closed and stroke the cat’s neck or blow on its nose to help it to swallow.

	Don’t mix medication with a whole meal. If your pet doesn’t finish the meal, he won’t have received the proper dose.

	Be calm, talk in a happy voice. End the session with praise or a treat.


STOP YOUR PET GETTING LOST

	Pet-proof outdoor areas with fencing or chicken wire so pets can’t get out.

	Keep garden gates shut. Put up a sign to tell visitors to shut them, too.

	Transport cats in a secure carrier only.

	Keep your dog on a lead in an unfamiliar area, and anywhere else if you are not certain it will come when called.

	Don’t let your pets roam free.

	Put a collar on your cat or dog, with your current phone number on it.

	Have your pet microchipped. If its collar comes off it can still be identified.

	Train pets to come to a call or whistle.

	Take good-quality photos so that you can put up posters if your pet goes missing.

	Spay or neuter your pets – they’ll be less likely to wander.


FIND A LOST PET

	Search the house

	Walk the neighbourhood

	Ask around

	Call your pet

	Listen out

	Advertise

	Ask at vets

	Put up posters

	Check animal rescue

	Offer a reward
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