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INTRODUCTION

YOU’RE PLANNING A wedding in less than six months? Are you crazy?”

You’re going to hear that a thousand times—if you haven’t already—so let me ease your mind. No, you don’t have to be crazy to plan a wedding in less than a year. In fact, you just might be smarter for it. No matter what nightmare stories you’ve heard about brides who tried to pull together an elegant wedding in less time than it takes to grow out a bad haircut, you actually are in a far better position than brides who give themselves a year (or two) to plan their weddings.

Think about it. The average bride who chooses a date far in advance does all of the major planning and booking in the first month or two, and then she has the rest of the year to sweat out her decisions, waffle on them, change them, argue with her mother and mother-in-law about them, and make each little detail such a big deal that she’s a frazzled wreck by the time the wedding comes around. She may even just want to get the whole ordeal over with, so tired is she of even hearing the word “wedding.”

You, on the other hand, have a great advantage. Because your time is limited, you don’t have the luxury of waffling and changing your mind a million times. You know what you want, you get in, you make your plans, you get out, and on to the next task. Your wedding is therefore more efficient and enjoyable, focused on the fact that you’re getting married, not on whether or not the ice sculpture will be swans, cupids, hearts, or a likeness of the two of you. While brides with plenty of planning time go practically insane with all those idle hours, you smartly avoid the conditions that make for bridal horror stories.

This, of course, is not to say that your wedding planning experience is going to be (pardon the pun) a cakewalk. Planning a wedding in less than six months is going to take some extra time and effort, especially in our current age of rushing around and having more responsibilities in our lives. You wouldn’t be able to do it without a good guidebook and the benefit of inside advice from wedding professionals and real-life brides who planned beautiful weddings in six, three, and even one month.

Yes, it will be a lot of work. You will need to be smart about your steps and decisions. You are, after all, entering the world of the wedding industry, where everything is pretty much planned according to a set schedule—that is, a year in advance. You will find that the best catering halls have been booked for two years. You will find that some gowns have to be ordered nine months in advance. You will find that some florists, bakers, and limo companies will just be too busy on your wedding day. I can hear you sighing from here. Why bother then? My answer, from years of experience as a wedding author and syndicated wedding writer, is that it can be done. It just takes a little extra leg-work, a whole lot of patience, flexibility, creativity, diplomacy, a good support and help network, and the ability to work the wedding industry from a knowledgeable standpoint. With this book, you are armed and ready, and will be able to plan the wedding of your dreams in less than six months … and will probably have more fun and more positive memories than brides who lose a year or two of their lives to the planning process.

Less Time = More Money?

THERE is one drawback, however. Planning a wedding in less than six months will most likely mean that you will have to spend a bit more money for it. After all, the most fair-priced of the high-quality wedding professionals and sites have already been booked. The wedding industry is a word-of-mouth one. All brides who happen upon a gem of a photographer whose work is good and whose prices are affordable refer him to all their friends and family. The gems that exist within the industry get booked up quickly, leaving the fool’s-gold selections to the rest of the brides. So, since you’re getting into the game virtually halfway through, your choices will be something like these:


♦ The outrageously overpriced, five-star professional who just did Mariah Carey’s last party.

♦ The professional with the attractive ad in the Yellow Pages with a history of bad service and small-claims suits against him from earlier disgruntled brides and grooms.

♦ The just-starting-out professional right out of Johnson and Wales with no client base or advertising, but amazing possibilities.

♦ The mediocre professional who will raise her prices because she knows you’re desperate.

♦ The absolute professional with a rare opening right when you want it.



Sounds frightening, I know, but that’s the nature of the industry. There are sharks out there, and they usually bite the brides and grooms who feel they have to book somebody, anybody, and don’t take the time to do the necessary research. You may not have a lot of time to plan, but you don’t have the time not to do your homework. That would cost you money and happiness. Obviously, in this situation, you want the best quality and dependability you can get for your money. You know enough not to go for the too-good-to-be-true option that costs next to nothing and delivers even less. You’ll instead hunt for the gem that wasn’t already taken by the scavengers who came before you. And it is possible to find that true professional, though you may well have to spend a little more for what you want. Fortunately, this book takes that into account and offers plenty of ideas on how to save money, to get the best for less, to stretch your wedding budget, and to get some things for free.

You’ll Need a Little Help

THE best action that you could take for your own well-being, especially at the start of your wedding planning time, is to ask for and accept help from others. Most brides I’ve spoken with said the six-month time frame was no problem, because they delegated smaller tasks to their mothers (who were dying to help out anyway!), their bridesmaids, their fiancé’s mom (for brownie points!), and even the groom. If you’re smart about handing out little to-dos, the work gets done quickly, and the list gets checked off smoothly.

There are some rules, however, for depending on others to help you plan your wedding. Too many brides have gone about this the wrong way, winding up with poorly done tasks, forgotten requests, and ruined relationships over the correct design of the wedding programs. For the best start to your delegating process, follow these guidelines, remembering to use the “Task Delegation List” in the back of this book to keep you organized.


♦ Ask whether the person has time to help you out. If you know your sister is in the middle of studying for the bar exam, don’t burden her with the task of hunting all over town for salmon-colored ribbon.

♦ Delegate the little things. Ask someone to help by calling places for brochures, booking appointments for fittings, and so on. Do not assign someone something that will matter very much to you.

♦ Put the request in writing, such as in a letter or e-mail. Sometimes people forget conversations, and you don’t want to have to argue about verbal agreements being legal and binding.

♦ Be understanding of others’ limitations. Always say, “If you can’t do this, just let me know by next week.”

♦ Give them a deadline. Tell them the calls have to be made by Friday. If you don’t set a deadline, people can put the task off and forget about it.

♦ Tell them to get back to you with the results of their task. It’s always a good idea to make sure people have your e-mail, since that’s an easy way for them to just drop you a quick line.



Speaking of helping out, gone are the days when the groom would just show up in his tux, smiling, on the day of the wedding. Now grooms are getting involved in the planning of the wedding from decision one onward. Your fiancé may or may not care about the wedding plans—he does, after all, just want to be married to you—so approach him with your invitation to voice his opinions. He may be happy about being freed from the macho, male mentality that “guys don’t do weddings,” and he’ll just take it as his part in planning a really big celebration. Everyone wins. He gets to feel included, his choices are a part of the day, and you have one more person to help with the long list of things to get done. Most brides report that their grooms were more than happy to do tasks such as these:


♦ Design the wedding program (or invitations, in some cases) on the computer

♦ Keep track of RSVPs (a big job!)

♦ Make maps for inclusion in the invitations

♦ Help plan the catering menu

♦ Go for cake and catering tastings

♦ Choose the wines and liquors for the reception

♦ Do the initial honeymoon researching

♦ Buy cigars for the reception

♦ Design the wedding ring (for example, Oksana Yurchuk wears an exquisite ring that her husband, Dorian, designed and created)



You Make It Sound So Easy!

OH, no—it’s not going to be easy. Planning a wedding very rarely is, no matter how much prep time you have. In your situation, planning a wedding in less than six months, you’ll have to work very hard to get what would be half a year’s worth of work done in the first month. Most major decisions and purchases will have to be done in the first month to get you on track to the rest of the planning process. From ordering a gown to booking a ceremony and reception site, to booking your honeymoon, to finding a photographer—all will have to be arranged in the first month for best results. While some of the finest caterers do pull off beautiful weddings in a week, they could put their children through college on what they’ll charge for that feat. So be smart, get the bulk of the major tasks completed as soon as possible, then enjoy the rest of the planning process—with an air of celebration, not stress.

Can’t a Wedding Consultant Do It for Me?

IF you’re one of those brides with a grueling job, small children to take care of, or you live far away from the place where the wedding will be held, getting a wedding consultant can be a great idea. Again, things have changed in the wedding industry over the years, and you won’t see the frantic little hyper-planner like Martin Short’s character in the remake of Father of the Bride. Now, wedding consultants offer several types of packages to help you plan your wedding. You can book them to plan everything in your wedding from start to finish (if you don’t mind handing the reins to someone else and watching their interpretation of your vision take place). Or your consultant may simply provide you with brochures and videos from their recommended wedding vendors, or just show up on the wedding day to orchestrate the events. The choice is yours.

Fees for wedding planners vary almost as much as do the services they provide. Some planners do not charge a fee, but instead take a cut of the fees you pay to the vendors you hire through them. Others charge a flat fee for their help, still others a certain amount per wedding guest (including children!), and then there are those who charge you anywhere from 10 to 20 percent of the total cost of the wedding. Time is money, and you’re paying the planner for his or her time and expertise. If your wedding is scheduled less than six months from now, this could be a good option for you. On the other hand, many brides who have gone this route later regretted leaving themselves out of the joy of planning for the sake of time and convenience. So consider carefully: If your schedule and responsibilities leave you no other choice, or if you love the idea of having a professional do some (not all!) of the work, then consider hiring a professional wedding planner based on the following criteria:


♦ He or she must belong to a professional organization such as the Association of Bridal Consultants. That organization has strict rules about education in the field, experience, ratings, and positive reviews, and membership in ABC is a gold star for your selection. Avoid any planner who is not a member of such an organization.

♦ Get referrals. Ask recently married friends, or friends of friends, who they used, and whether they would recommend that person.

♦ Choose a planner who is willing to sit down for a free first consultation.

♦ Be sure you have good rapport with this person. He or she will be a very important part of the most important day of your life, and you must get along in a friendly manner. Avoid a planner who seems rushed, talks down to you, or is not patient with your questions.

♦ Choose a planner whose workspace is professional and who shows what he or she is capable of doing for you.

♦ Ask to look at pictures and samples from actual events this person has worked on.

♦ Ask how many weddings he or she will be planning for your time frame. If it seems like a lot, move on to the next planner. You don’t want a harried planner mixing your order up with another bride’s.

♦ Ask if the planner has done weddings with this short an amount of lead time. If this person has never done a rush job before, it might be overwhelming.

♦ If you’re planning an outdoor wedding, or a wedding on a beach, ask if he or she has ever done that kind of wedding before. As you’ll read later, untraditional weddings have detailed criteria lists and present a list of challenges that any good planner can handle with expertise.

♦ Arrange a check-in schedule with your planner. Let your planner know you’ll be calling once or twice a week to check on progress. See how he or she takes this. Some planners are artists and do not want to be bothered, and others are happy to discuss the plans with you, get your input, and work together.

♦ Always get a written list of their fees, including what extras go beyond the standard rate.

♦ Create a solid contract with the planner, and feel free to add in any changes that you don’t see in the contract, such as special arrangements that you make



The benefit of having a wedding coordinator is that someone else does the busywork. To truly create the wedding of your dreams, the coordinator has to know exactly what you want and exactly how you want it. So you must be clear about your vision. Bring in pictures from magazines. Describe your dreams. Ask for ideas if you have few. And learn from other brides who regret handing over a blank check and giving a planner total creative freedom. Be involved with the plans.

But There’s No Time to Have Fun!

NONSENSE! This is the planning of your wedding! Don’t fall into the trap that many brides do of taking everything too seriously, turning a simple decision into a power struggle, stressing, crying, moaning to the groom, and basically acting as if the planning of your wedding is a series of root canals. Many brides who have planned in less than six months actually report that they enjoyed their planning process far more than did their friends who took a year. Problems were laughed at, decisions were a snap, and—best of all—the people around them believed they were under so much pressure (even though they weren’t) that they respected their space and were quite agreeable at all times. The “sense of urgency” actually helped the bride and groom avoid a true sense of urgency!

So remember at every step of the way that each task is part of a greater whole, that the wedding will come together, that hard work put in now will pay off, that money isn’t everything, and that the whole idea behind what you’re doing is getting to the “I Do!” part faster, so that you and your groom can begin your wonderful life together.

RELAX!

During your planning of the wedding—from your first minute through the rush and hurry of booking available vendors, making all the little decisions, and finally walking down the aisle at the ceremony site—you’ll be facing the ups and downs of stress. Your family may pressure you to invite certain people, include certain customs, hold the wedding at a garish hall you hate. Your bridesmaids may turn moody and jealous, delaying and fighting every step of the way. Your flower order may get canceled. Your gown may come in two sizes too small, and you’ll have to make hundreds of phone calls.

So you don’t lose your mind, or give it all up and run away to Bali; instead, practice these healthy stress-busters to keep yourself in check. These tips go for the groom as well.


♦ Get plenty of sleep. The brain does not work well on fewer hours of shut-eye than it needs. Make sure you’re getting your rest.

♦ Get plenty of exercise. Just because you have appointments lined up doesn’t mean you should give up your running routine. Exercise produces the body’s feel-good hormones, and you’ll want to be in good shape for your wedding.

♦ Try yoga or meditation. I know, your brain may be racing with the details and fears of planning a wedding, but you may be able to slow down a little bit. You can find tapes and videos in the library if you don’t want to commit to a class right now.

♦ Eat well. Choose nutritious foods that make you feel good. Stay away from sugar and caffeine, which are unhealthful and make you jittery.

♦ Avoid mood enhancers, such as alcohol, drugs, cigarettes, even chocolate donuts. Starting or increasing a bad habit now can put strain on your well-being and even become a problem in your marriage.

♦ Take bubble baths. Make it a ritual to set aside undisturbed time to soak your cares away.

♦ Get a massage. Either have your partner knead your sore neck muscles, or get a licensed pro to give you the full treatment with eucalyptus oil, Native American music, candles, and soothing instructions.

♦ Take a mini-vacation. When things get tense, go away, just the two of you, to a hotel for the weekend and pretend you’re just dating again.

♦ Make wedding talk off-limits at certain times. Give yourself a break from the subject, so that your whole life does not revolve around the details and hassles of the reception.

♦ Laugh! Be sure you include lots of enjoyable activities in your week, and that you and your fiancé are still having fun together. Watch funny movies, television shows, go to comedy clubs, crack each other up. Laughter keeps you relaxed, and will melt away the frustrations of the more ridiculous aspects of the planning process.

♦ Try aromatherapy. A sniff of lavender will make your shoulders come down from up around your ears.

♦ Keep it all in perspective. It’s just a wedding, not the end of the world. It’s a time-limited planning event, one that will become what you make of it. Enjoy the process, and limit your stress by being flexible when you have to be, firm when necessary, and diplomatic when to the situation demands it. Respect your own choices, and set your boundaries from the beginning so others know they can’t walk all over you.




TIMELINE

Your Very Own Timetable


USE this as you go along to remind you of unfinished business, and to keep you on track throughout your engagement.


SIX MONTHS BEFORE THE WEDDING …

_____Announce your engagement.

_____Attend engagement parties.

_____Discuss as a couple what your shared wishes are for the wedding of your dreams.

_____Begin looking through magazines and books for wedding-day ideas.

_____Choose the wedding date (and backup dates for booking purposes).

_____Inform your family and friends of the wedding date.

_____Assess your wedding budget.

_____Decide who will pay for what.

_____Decide what part of your budget will get the most money (for example: gown, reception, or flowers).

_____Decide on a level of formality.

_____Make up your guest list.

_____Select and book your ceremony location.

_____Select and book your ceremony officiant.

_____Find out about your ceremony site’s regulations.

_____Select and book your reception site.

_____Choose the members of your bridal party and inform each of his or her role.

_____Choose and order your wedding gown and veil.

_____Choose and book your bridesmaids’ gowns.

_____Hire a wedding coordinator (if you so choose).

_____Choose a florist and meet with the floral consultant.

_____Choose and book a caterer.

_____Choose and book a cake baker.

_____Choose and book a photographer.

_____Choose and book a videographer.

_____Choose and book your reception entertainment, DJ, or band.

_____Choose and book a limousine or classic car company.

_____Choose and book a rental company (if you so choose).

_____Start looking at invitation samples, and select your desired design.

_____Place engagement photo and announcement in local newspapers.

_____Notify your boss about your upcoming wedding and arrange for time off for the wedding week or weeks.




FIVE MONTHS BEFORE THE WEDDING …

_____Find out your local marriage license requirements.

_____Choose and book your honeymoon.

_____Order your invitations.

_____Order wedding rings.

_____Have wedding rings engraved (if you so choose).

_____Reserve all rental equipment (tents, chairs, tables, linens, and so on).

_____Choose and reserve a block of rooms for your guests at a nearby hotel.

_____Book your honeymoon suite for the wedding night.

_____Order pre-printed napkins, matchbooks, and so on.

_____Create maps to ceremony and reception locations for enclosure in the invitations.




FOUR MONTHS BEFORE THE WEDDING …

_____Choose and rent men’s wedding wardrobe.

_____Begin gown fittings.

_____Choose shoes and accessories for wedding day.

_____Help bride’s and groom’s parents choose their wedding day attire.

_____Choose children’s wedding day attire.

_____Consult with wedding coordinator for a “halfway there” update.

_____Consult with caterer or banquet hall manager for a “halfway there” update.




THREE MONTHS BEFORE THE WEDDING …

_____Write your vows.

_____Register for gifts.

_____Begin bridesmaids’ fittings.

_____Choose ceremony readings and music.

_____Submit song “wish list” to DJ or band you’ve hired.

_____Submit picture “wish list” to photographer.

_____Arrange for a babysitter to watch guests’ kids on the wedding day (have several babysitters if you expect a lot of children).




TWO MONTHS BEFORE THE WEDDING …

_____Address invitations to guests.

_____Mail invitations to guests.

_____Order or make wedding programs.

_____Order wedding favors.

_____Choose and purchase your “going away” outfit and honeymoon clothes.

_____Meet with ceremony musician about song list.

_____Have attendants’ shoes dyed in one dye lot.

_____Formally ask friends to participate in wedding, such as give readings, attend the guest book, transport wedding gifts from reception to home, and so on.

_____Send for all name-change documents, such as passport, credit cards, driver’s license, and others.




ONE MONTH BEFORE THE WEDDING …

_____Get marriage license.

_____Get necessary blood tests, medical exams. (Note: Check your state’s requirements to be sure you give yourselves enough time!)

_____Plan the rehearsal.

_____Plan the rehearsal dinner.

_____Invite bridal party and involved guests to the rehearsal and rehearsal dinner.

_____Confirm honeymoon plans.

_____Get all incoming guests’ arrival times at airports and train stations.

_____Arrange for transportation of guests to their hotel.

_____Make beauty appointment for wedding day.

_____Do fitting for gown.

_____Attend showers.

_____Write thank-you notes for shower gifts (by hand, no shortcuts!).

_____Make up seating chart for reception.

_____Pick up honeymoon travel tickets and information books.

_____Make up welcome gift baskets for guests.

_____Arrange for wedding-day transportation for the bridal party if they will not be in limos.

_____Make wedding favors (if you so wish).

_____Purchase unity candle.

_____Purchase garters (get two—one for keeping, one for tossing).

_____Purchase toasting flutes.

_____Purchase cake knife.

_____Purchase guest book.

_____Purchase post-wedding toss-its (birdseed, flower petals, bubbles, bells, or other) and decorate small containers, if you so choose.

_____Purchase throwaway wedding cameras.

_____Visit hair salon for “tryouts” of hairstyles for wedding day.




ONE WEEK BEFORE THE WEDDING …

_____Confirm all wedding plans with all wedding vendors, by asking each to tell you what date, time, and place he or she has on record.




_____Caterer (give final headcount now!)

_____Florist

_____Cake baker

_____Photographer

_____Videographer

_____Ceremony musicians

_____Reception entertainers

_____Officiant

_____Ceremony site manager

_____Reception site manager

_____Wedding coordinator

_____Limousine company

_____Rental company agent




_____Pay final deposits for all services.

_____Place tips and fees in marked envelopes for such participants as the officiant, ceremony musicians, coordinator, valets, and so on).

_____Drop off guest welcome baskets at hotel.

_____Pick up wedding gown.

_____Pack for honeymoon.

_____Break in your wedding day shoes.

_____Remind groom to get new shoes for the wedding day.

_____Arrange for house- and pet-sitters.

_____Get travelers’ checks (if you so choose).

_____Plan wedding day brunch, and inform bridal party about it.

_____Purchase bridal party’s and parents’ gifts.

_____Wrap bridal party’s and parents’ gifts.

_____Bride and groom buy gifts for each other.

_____Write out guests’ place cards and table numbers.

_____Get ahead on wedding thank-yous by sending notes out to those who have sent gifts.

_____Submit address change notification to the post office (if you will be moving after the honeymoon).

_____Attend bachelorette party (be sure to tell bridesmaids and friends that this week would be good for you, as you do not want to be out the night before your wedding).




THE DAY BEFORE THE WEDDING …

_____Make sure everything you need is packed.

_____Lay out all wedding day wardrobe and accessories.

_____Very important: Discuss with all residents in your home the shower-time schedule for the next day!

_____Assemble emergency bag with extra stockings, lipstick, pressed powder, emory boards, and so on.

_____Arrange to have any emergency items such as aspirin or insulin in the emergency bag.

_____Put a cell phone in the emergency bag.

_____Gas up the cars.

_____Go to the beauty salon to get waxed.

_____Place last call to caterer or coordinator to answer last-minute questions.

_____Attend rehearsal.

_____Attend rehearsal dinner.

_____Get a good night’s sleep!






ON THE WEDDING DAY …

_____Attend bridal brunch.

_____Have hair and nails done at beauty salon, and have a massage there as well.

_____Have photos taken at home.

_____Make sure someone responsible has arranged for your suitcases to go to your hotel room or in the car that will be taking you to the airport.

_____Make sure someone has the wedding rings.

_____Make sure someone has the car keys.

_____Relax and know that everything will be fine!




1

WHAT KIND OF WEDDING DO YOU WANT?

CREATING YOUR DREAM VISION

AT THE VERY start of your planning process, you’ll of course need to figure out exactly what kind of wedding you want. Do you want a grand, elaborate, traditional wedding with a horse-drawn carriage, doves, ice sculptures, and a harpist playing throughout the cocktail hour? Do you want an intimate wedding at home? Do you want to get married barefoot on a tropical beach? Your initial vision has to be defined, as this is the cornerstone of all of your plans. If you want a traditional wedding, for instance, certain prescribed steps must be taken, certain decisions made. If you’ll be married at home, you’ll have an entirely different list. Plus, your decision will determine the formality level and, ultimately, the budget of your wedding.

You might be confused right now, thinking that since your time is limited, so are your options. Nonsense! You can have whatever kind of wedding you want—whatever your dream is—and you don’t have to limit yourself to what’s easy and quick. You would be cheating yourself by settling for less—which, by the way, is the number one complaint of brides who planned their weddings in less than six months without the information you have at your disposal right now. You may not be able to pull off the most elaborate of affairs (this is reality, you know), but there is no reason your wedding cannot be of the same quality—or better—as that of any other bride’s.

Even if you think you want your wedding in your backyard, please read the descriptions of the wedding types from which you can choose. You’ll get a true picture of what it takes to plan that particular type of event. Some of the hidden costs and headaches may surprise you; at the very least, you’ll become even more clear about what your original style idea entails.

While a wedding can take any shape or form, the following major “categories” will be explained in depth:


♦ The Traditional Wedding

♦ The Outdoor Wedding

♦ The At-Home Wedding

♦ The Destination Wedding



At this point, many brides ask, “Which one is easiest to plan?” Again, your decision should not be based on “easy.” No one choice is inherently easier than another. An at-home wedding can be just as involved as a destination wedding. A formal outdoor wedding can require even more planning than a traditional wedding—and often does. So take each choice as an equal, and judge based on the merits of the individual style. Each choice can be a simpler affair within that category, or can be grandiose, depending on what you want and what your budget allows. So don’t even ask the “Which one is easier?” question. This section will help you focus on what kind of wedding you want. And, yes, we will discuss the details of each wedding type in chapter 4: Choosing the Locations

The Traditional Wedding

THE traditional wedding—a ceremony in a church or synagogue, followed by a reception in a banquet hall or other site—is the most common and most well-known. The planning of this type of wedding is pretty much standard: You make arrangements with the officiant and the reception hall manager, make your choices, hand over a dozen checks, and show up for the big day.

This kind of wedding is described in every bridal magazine and wedding book out there; it’s the one you see on the In Style wedding special on television, and the type that every one of your guests has attended many times. It’s standard, traditional, prescribed by etiquette, and probably the kind of wedding you’ve fantasized about since you were a little girl.

The Outdoor Wedding

THIS kind of wedding is increasingly popular, as people fall in love with the romantic images from well-produced insurance commercials and pictures of Cindy Crawford’s wedding on the beach. While a garden or beach wedding may seem easier to plan, it actually brings up a host of questions that the traditional wedding does not usually present. What if it rains? What are the backup plans? Very often, planning an outdoor wedding can require twice the legwork, as you’ll have to plan the outdoor event and also arrange what everyone will do if the weather does not cooperate.

Many brides report that while their outdoor wedding was lovely and magical, they endured an extra dose of pre-wedding nerves as they watched for every rain cloud and checked the Weather Channel for five-day forecasts that changed dramatically every day.

Aside from the weather question, outdoor weddings seem to mean more to the couples who choose them. They are surrounded by the beauty of nature, flower gardens, the roar of the nearby surf. Their guests appreciate a wedding that is unlike the usual. Their pictures are not staged poses on the steps of a chapel or at the altar. Outdoor weddings bring plenty of natural light to a wedding, and may very well fit your vision.

The At-Home Wedding

YES, your backyard is easier to book on short notice, and the at-home wedding can be a wonderfully intimate, meaningful affair. After all, you may have grown up in that house. You may have descended the staircase you now navigate in your wedding gown as a little girl playing “bride” with a pillowcase pinned to your head. An at-home wedding fills the family abode with priceless memories and a level of joy that seems to stay in it long after the wedding is over.

While the at-home wedding is another wonderful choice, it too presents its own collection of issues that need to be addressed. Is there enough room for all of your intended guests, or will you have to pare down your guest list? What about parking? What about power? Is the oven big enough for the caterer’s trays? Who is going to clean up? You’re unlikely to face these questions with the other styles of weddings, but they simply represent a different list that requires an equal amount of effort.


Wedding Day Reflections

[image: ]

We’re pretty informal people ourselves, so we decided to have an informal wedding. My parents weren’t happy—they wanted the whole big splash wedding—but at the end of the day, as we looked around and saw all of our guests happy at their little candlelit tables, and we were completely relaxed, we knew we had made the right decision in planning a wedding that matched our style, instead of what anyone else wanted us to do.

—Danielle and Jeremy



The Destination Wedding

THE destination wedding comes in two forms: the elaborate wedding you plan for a location far from your home, such as in your old hometown where your parents live, or a trip to a vacation spot such as Hawaii, Las Vegas, or the Caribbean. Cruises fit into this category as well.

The destination wedding, depending on what you want, can be a huge effort if you’re making all the traditional-type plans from a distance; or it can be as simple as one phone call to a wedding coordinator at a well-known resort spot. Several brides say that they were perfectly happy with their plan of attack: They called the wedding planner at a Las Vegas resort, took less than an hour to explain what they wanted, and a week later they were married in Vegas. It all depends upon your vision.

What serves you well at this point is that the destination wedding is becoming extremely popular. More established and high-quality resorts are catering to this upsurge in interest; therefore, service and choices are better, and many establishments even have packages for entire families. This can be a wonderful idea if you and/or your fiancé have children of your own, as these resorts have programs to keep children occupied during the rest of your visit, as you honeymoon together.

One major drawback is that planning from a distance can be difficult. You may not have the level of involvement you want, your choices are not as wide-open as they would be closer to your home location, arranging travel may be a hassle for you and for your guests, and some destinations have strict rules about residency, legalities, licenses, and other details. As in all weddings, you’ll have to choose wisely during your planning process and consider the grander picture of what the final result will be.


Wedding Day Reflections
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We thought we were making it easier by planning an informal wedding. We planned an outdoor picnic. It was decorated beautifully, and the ceremony was lovely, but afterward, I looked around and it was like any other barbecue day. In trying to make it simpler, we really ripped ourselves off.

—Tara and Dan



Smaller Is Not Necessarily Better

WHEN deciding what kind of wedding you want, you’ll also have to decide how big your wedding will be. Because the size of the guest list often determines the location, budget, and other details, you’ll have to decide right up front whether yours will be a smaller, intimate wedding of 30 to 50, or if you’ll invite everyone from your clients to your college roommates to your manicurist.

Here again, many brides confuse themselves, assuming smaller is better. It may be—if an intimate wedding is what you’re after—but a smaller wedding can be just as involved as a larger one. You can face as many details, plans, and decisions while putting together a wedding for 50 as you will for a wedding of 250. The answer, then, is to make your decisions on the issue of involvement rather than solely on the issue of size.

A smaller wedding, if you so choose, is going to be more intimate. Many brides who have little time for planning do select this option, saying that smaller weddings take less time. There are fewer invitations to address, fewer favors to wrap, fewer trips to the airport to pick up incoming relatives. They report that a smaller, more intimate wedding was a better choice, not only for so-called ease of planning, but because they were more relaxed at their own weddings. The guests were not crowded into a room. There was plenty of space on the dance floor. They did not spend all night hopping from table to table, chatting with a few hundred guests, most of whom neither bride nor groom knew all that well.

In terms of saved time, a smaller wedding does provide a slight edge.


Say the Word
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Speak with your fiancé about what he wants as well. His input is important, too, and more and more grooms are getting involved with the planning of their weddings. He may not have been dreaming about the big day since he was seven, but he undoubtedly has some feelings about whether or not he can help you pull off a lavish wedding in just a few months. Your fiancé probably understands by now that the short planning time will be stressful, and you should explain that you’ll need his help and support. You’ll have enough stress on your mind. Making your life partner your partner in planning your wedding is a smart move.



Brides who planned a larger wedding in a short amount of time report that the biggest headache was finding a reception site big enough to suit their needs at this late date. It took a while longer, but they did find a location. Also, finding lodging for visiting friends and relatives with only a few month’s notice was more difficult, and some brides say they had to put some relatives in one hotel and others in another hotel farther away. (The distanced guests were miffed, apparently because they saw themselves as not important enough to stay at the hotel where the reception was taking place! Such problems!)

So, contrary to popular opinion, it is possible to plan a large wedding in less than six months. It will just take more effort. You may feel strongly about having the big picture wedding, or you may agree with the many brides who feel that a smaller, intimate affair will not only be less time-consuming to plan, but will also be more enjoyable.

The Guest List

IF at this point you’ve decided to have a smaller wedding, now you’ll face one of the most difficult tasks of the wedding: creating your guest list. Obviously, you must figure out the exact size of the wedding in order to make all the other decisions. Determining the size of your wedding is the foundation of your planning.


TINA AND RICH’S STORY
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Tina has an enormous family. Her fiancé, Rich, also has an enormous family. When they tallied their prospective guest list, they came up with 350 people. After all, they couldn’t leave anyone out! So they started their planning process by facing this monumental headache: Where would they fit so many people? An at-home wedding was out. All of the biggest banquet halls had been booked a year ago. None of the beautiful estate homes in the area would allow more than 150 guests.

In her frantic state, Tina considered avoiding the whole thing by eloping with Rich, but she knew she would spend the rest of her life disappointed that she didn’t get the dream wedding she’d always wanted.

I spoke to Tina about her options. She didn’t want to hold the wedding at a later date when the banquet hall would be available. I don’t blame her. We talked about outdoor weddings, perhaps at the beach or at a park, and together we came up with the idea of having her wedding at an arboretum. The nearby site was available, room for guests was unlimited, they had indoor banquet rooms suitable for rain-outs, and she would save thousands on her florist bill by depending upon the natural décor of the site. She never would have considered this option if it weren’t for the size of her guest list, so what began as a problem actually led to a wonderful solution.

[image: ]




Stress Relief
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Warning! Most brides report that the guest list is where they got the most outside pressure from family members. You wouldn’t be the first bride to hear, “But you have to invite them—you were invited to their wedding in 1981!” The bottom line is that this is your wedding. Even if your parents are paying for it, which may or may not be the case, you’ll have to explain that since this short planning time presents special circumstances, you must limit the number you invite to the wedding. Stand firm, and don’t be bullied. This job is difficult enough without outside pressure.



Most brides report that they plan their guest list in tiers, as in “ranking” guests in order of importance. In your own life, for example, you have people to whom you’re close, who you wouldn’t dream of leaving out of your wedding. Then, you have a scattering of peripheral people who you “should” invite, then your parents’ lists, and all the other people you’ve ever met in your life.

Using this common tiered method, spend some time now making up your guest list. Use your address book to make sure you don’t leave anyone out, and when you are through with your list, then approach your parents and future in-laws with your request to submit their lists. Explain in polite, diplomatic terms that space is limited and that you have only invited x-number of people. Give them a firm limit, explain about the tier system you’re using to prioritize your list, ask them to adhere to the same rules for fairness, and give them a short deadline for delivery of the list.


The Tiers of Guest List Construction
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Instructions: Use this tier list to classify your guest list, and draw a line where the limit ends. For instance, most brides draw the line after first cousins (making exceptions for individuals from the “lower tiers” with whom they are especially close). Left-out family members will understand that you had to “draw the line” somewhere.


Both sets of parents (or multiple sets of parents if divorce and remarriage is involved)

Siblings and dates

Grandparents

Aunts and uncles

First cousins and dates (if cousins are over eighteen—and yes, we know kids “date” at age twelve these days, but they don’t get to bring their boyfriend-of-the-week!)

Great-aunts and great-uncles

Best friends and dates

High school and college

















Choosing a Level of Formality
























The Legalities
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