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Introduction

This book is not just about me or my home. I want it to be an inspiration, a useful tool and a pick-me-up for other people in their homes too. I want everyone to be able to find something in here that they want to make or buy or collect or give to someone they love, even if it’s only the book itself.

Life is not always easy, but on TV we are rather inclined to make it look that way, so when you watch a show like Kirstie’s Homemade Home it can all pass in a flurry of needles, glue and soldering irons. In this book we have pinned down the techniques, hints and fun bits, and put everything you need to know on a permanent page with gorgeous pictures to linger over. There are more than 25 fantastic projects to make, and tons of creative ideas to inspire. So whether you fancy making your own teacup candles, quilting, knitting, flower arranging, rag-rugging or decorating your cakes with edible glitter – believe me when I say that it’s just as much fun to decorate cakes as it is to eat them! – I guarantee you’ll find something to get stuck into.

But first things first; the inspiration for the TV series and this book was originally Meadowgate, a house I bought in north Devon that had been lying empty for almost four decades. When I look at it today, with its white walls and pretty blue windows, the dilapidated state in which I found the house seems like such a distant memory. But don’t be fooled. Renovating a house is incredibly hard work and what began for me in a moment of joy at auction turned into… well, let’s call it a labour of love.

But the renovation work aside, what really excited me about Meadowgate was that it presented the ultimate blank canvas. With five bedrooms, two bathrooms, a grown-up sitting room, a playroom for the kids, and a fantastic family kitchen that works as the hub of the home, it was the perfect house for me to create my own dream interior. It also allowed me to share the things I love about good old-fashioned British style through my passion for handmade things and my love of second-hand furnishings that can be found in markets, auctions, reclamation yards and antiques shops up and down the country.

I’m in and out of houses all the time and I wanted to use my experience to make a stand against the flatpack, ‘identikit’ invasion and throw-away mentality I see everywhere. There’s tons of lovely stuff at car boot sales, salvage yards and antiques markets, all of it just waiting for its potential to be recognised and snapped up. This book is proof of that.

More than anything, I hope these pages contribute something to the crafting lexicon. It is about a journey into a world full of dedicated and talented people who make beautiful things, both traditional and modern. Their commitment to the wonderful crafting heritage we have in the UK is proof that handmade British things are here to stay.

I’ve learnt so much during my years of working in property, but never have I had so much fun as being taught the amazing skills and getting insights into the passions of the craftspeople featured in this book – from Dean Agate, who showed me it was possible to bend iron and make my own poker, to Jo Colwill, who helped me make a truly beautiful quilt for my first son that will last generations. And from Suzie Johnson, who proved to me that I could knit, even though I’m left-handed, to Hilary Charlesworth, whose passion and skill for spinning and weaving has been going strong for more than 27 years. These are but a few of the people and crafts you will meet in the pages that follow.

If you enjoyed the TV shows, you’ll see that this book both builds on and branches out from them, and I hope that approach will continue to grow and flourish. If you didn’t see any of the series, then welcome to my world. This is what I think is pretty, fun for the whole family and hugely informative. It’s a book for mothers and daughters, and (trust me) sons. There is nothing more manly than blacksmithing or glassblowing. If you’re looking for a new hobby, or you just want a moment to yourself and something lovely to look at, this book will not disappoint.

I was not the ‘arty one’ at school, far from it, but my experiences are proof that anyone can have a go at crafts, that if you thought you weren’t ‘clever with your hands’ then you’re wrong, you just haven’t met the right teacher. In these pages are the pictures, words and guiding hands of so many people to whom I am eternally grateful. They let me into their world and taught me so much. I hope all of you will give at least one thing in this book a try, and I’m absolutely certain that you’ll feel as chuffed to bits with the results as I did.

Welcome to the amazing world of crafts: once you’ve entered, there’s no going back.
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Your dream home

It’s my theory that in order to make your house a dream home, you need to fill it with things you love and that you’ll treasure for years to come, not the cheap imported goods that we constantly throw out and replace. Meadowgate was my way of tempting other people to try a different approach to interior decorating.

I don’t profess to be an expert on interior design, but more than a decade of looking at houses while working on Location, Location, Location and Relocation, Relocation, plus my time at Country Living magazine, as well as growing up surrounded by people who work in the worlds of antiques and interiors, has definitely had its effects on me. I’m a self-confessed addict of making, buying, keeping and collecting things that I love for my home. Most importantly, I’ve learnt to be confident about my taste, which may be different from my friends’, my mum’s, or even yours – the point is, it’s my taste and what I like. That’s what the following pages are about. As well as offering hints and tips to spark ideas, I want to empower and give you the confidence to start injecting some of your own unique style into each room of your house so that you can create your own dream interior too.
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The kitchen

We all have little rules that we follow when it comes to clothes, and in my opinion, interiors are exactly the same. When it comes to the kitchen, I have a rule of three, meaning that I go with a theme of three ‘fitted’ things. At Meadowgate I opted for very plain white units and tiles, a neutral surface of wooden worktops, and a cream Aga. Those three things formed the basis for my kitchen, and from there I could build and accessorise, adding my lovely blue fridge, which I absolutely adore, and a blue and white theme with my crockery.

My rules are not rigid – think of them more as manners that help you decide what to do in every situation. For example, in my kitchen the decor is simply about trying not to make everything look too crazy. And when it comes to accessorising, it pays to be a bit prudent too. Decisions need to be made on such subjects as whether you want your foodstuffs or fancy cooking utensils to double up as decoration, or whether, like me, your life is too chaotic to keep the ketchup bottle clean. I live with five boys, and it’s impossible to avoid chaos in my kitchen, so I prefer to have those things hidden away.

You definitely want your kitchen to last you around 10–15 years, if not longer. But over that time your life is very likely to change in that your taste will alter, fashions will come and go, you’ll break six plates and change dinner sets, you might start a family, or the children will grow up and fly the nest. So when choosing those ‘fitted’ things, think about longevity in style as well as practicality, and also how you might alter their look five years down the line. In this way you can refresh, revamp and fall back in love with that space without it costing an arm and a leg.

Storage

When deciding what you want in your kitchen, think about your priorities and how you want the room to work for you. Storage is key, and having as many places to dump things as possible will save your sanity. I’m also a huge fan of those large pan drawers, whereas my other half has a wide selection of old butcher’s racks that he hangs from the ceiling in every house he develops or we live in. I loathe the blooming things! Pans can never be clean enough in my opinion, which is why, for me, pan drawers are up there with penicillin as one of the greatest inventions of the twentieth century. But many people side with him and love to have things hanging and on view.

At present, from the butcher’s rack in our London home, there hangs a butterfly, an aeroplane, two sieves, a couple of pans, a filthy toast rack and a fish made of recycled flip flops that my mother brought back from Africa. Does this tell you that I’m not the boss in my own home? I did, however, put my foot down at Meadowgate.

Worktops and surfaces

In a busy kitchen there must be plenty of workspace and easy access to everything. But in order to keep things convenient and to free up precious worktops, you need a couple of strong shelves for the things you use most. For example, I have a special-edition pink Kitchen Aid blender that I bought at a breast cancer charity auction (hence the pink). It’s brilliant but weighs a ton, so however my kitchen is designed, there has to be an easily accessible place to stash it with a socket near by. I also have a small bowl and mini whisk that I use every single day for beating eggs for omelettes, French toast, pancake batter and suchlike for the children. I always want that bowl within easy reach, so my kitchen will always have a small shelf by the cooker for these little things I use all the time. And the same goes for all other kitchen essentials you might have. Kitchens should be fun and stress-free, and my best advice is to think really hard about how you run your kitchen and plan its design from there.

My preferred worktop is wood – it looks good and doesn’t date. You can combine it with other surfaces too. For example, wood goes beautifully with slate, and I like a wooden chopping area on each side of my cooker where I can put trivets for resting hot things. Worktops can be expensive, but to ensure they won’t date and that you get your money’s worth, always err on the side of simplicity when it comes to colour.

Cookers

For me, kitchens are all about food and entertaining, but that doesn’t mean we’re all cooks. So whatever cooker you decide to put in your kitchen, think with your purse as well as your head. Consider which one best suits you in a practical sense, as well as suiting your aesthetic sensitivities. There are lots of cooker options out there, such as ranges, slot-in cookers, built-in hobs – the choice is yours. I’m a proud Aga owner, but I’m well aware they’re a bit like Marmite: you either love them or hate them. I’m actually a convert. I wasn’t brought up with Agas as my mum loathes them.

You will get sick of me saying this (and I will repeatedly say it throughout this book), but research is where the Internet comes into its own. You can price-check, shop around, look for second-hand (you can buy reconditioned Agas) – basically, you’ll find the greatest variety possible online. And then you can go off and find a local supplier and suss it out in the flesh.
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The fabulous dresser in my friend Sasha Schwerdt’s house.
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Displays and dressers

Ever since I worked at Country Living magazine when I was 19 years old, I have wanted a dresser. And hard as it might be to believe, and I shan’t tell you how many years have passed, my first dresser was the one I bought for Meadowgate. I love it.

It’s got to be admitted that the dresser is probably not the most practical way of storing your crockery, and if you’re pushed for space in your kitchen, don’t even think about it! But every single week in every auction I go to, I see dressers galore that are going for a song: the one I bought cost £200. If you don’t have the space, there are alternative ways to get the same pretty display effect. Try buying shelving units, either old or new, and putting them above your more modern kitchen cupboards or pan drawers. Dressers and shelves are a really good way of combining the pleasure of displaying your pretty crockery with a practical space-saving option.

Traditionally, dressers were purely functional, used just for storing crockery and kitchenware, and that’s still their primary role today. But they’ve also become very fashionable pieces. In a family environment, where space is precious, some would say that a dresser is a dumping ground for all sorts of stuff, but I think it’s a fantastically hard-working piece of furniture.

Tables and chairs

A kitchen table is a flat piece of wood with four legs. Do not forget that. If you have a limited budget for your kitchen, you cannot afford to splash out on an overly expensive piece of furniture like a table. And you don’t have to. One of the best things about shopping for second-hand furniture is that it can be very cheap – our kitchen table in London is a case in point. Although that said, this particular table has a very uneven surface that is a pain in the bum because the children are constantly knocking over cups of juice that aren’t balanced properly. So think practically as well as with your purse strings.

I like to talk across the table, so I prefer a long, narrow shape, but obviously your table depends on the space you have available. If you’re looking to buy an old table and you see one in an antiques shop, make sure that the legs are arranged in such a way that you can maximise the space underneath. Unless the table is actually an original Chippendale or suchlike, it’s not an act of vandalism to take a good sturdy tabletop and put it on different legs. People have been doing it for hundreds of years. Wood lasts a very long time and, if you ask me, it’s better to buy an old table and adapt it than to buy a new one.

When it comes to seating, I am a great believer in the banquette. If you have limited space in the kitchen, there is no point having a table in the middle of your room and then trying to squeeze chairs and people around it. I think it’s a great idea to put a square or circular table in the corner of the room, 1980s’ style, and have built-in bench seats in that corner, which accommodate far more people and take up far less space. And if they have lift-up seats, you get a load of storage to boot. People don’t think of banquettes any more – you probably all think I’m raving mad suggesting them now. But I swear, they’re fantastic.

The kitchen at Meadowgate has benches around the table simply because you can fit more people on them. What’s also great is that my two benches worked out way cheaper than if I’d bought eight or ten chairs. They were old school benches that I picked up at my local antiques warehouse, Fagin’s in Devon. It turned out they were actually a bit low for the table, and really I should have measured the correct height I needed bums to sit at. Never mind, one day I will get round to building them up with blocks underneath the feet. But since I got the pair for £150, I don’t mind them being a little bit low in the short term.

Crocks and pots

Britain has an extraordinary history of ceramic design and was once one of the largest global exporters of ceramic tableware in the world. Household names such as Wedgwood and Spode earned their reputation producing tea sets and dinner services like the type you’ll remember your granny using when you were little. Sadly, what was once a thriving ceramic industry has perished, but there are still numerous small, independent potters out there making beautiful things in workshops all over the UK, and they need our support.

I was introduced to Steve Harrison, a potter for 24 years, who can craft anything from clay, but who specialises in making teapots and cups. A word about Steve – the man lives for throwing pots. Honestly, I’ve never met anyone like him – he is truly potty. But the results of his immeasurable passion for the craft are nothing short of breathtaking.

While I loved watching Steve throw in the studio he built in his back garden, it did make me shy to have a go myself – I had a sneaking feeling my own performance wouldn’t be so convincing. However, the idea of creating something myself was exciting, and everything I learnt at school came flooding back to me the moment the clay started spinning between my hands. With some guidance and coaching from Steve, I managed to keep it steady (just) and make a simple little bowl. I became completely attached to it (you get like that with things you’ve made yourself), so when Steve said I had to leave it with him so he could take it to be fired in his kiln in Wales, I was worried. The thing with firing pots is that some don’t survive the process. And one-fifth of all the pots Steve fires don’t make it… But mine did survive and now sits proudly on the kitchen dresser at Meadowgate.

[image: images]

It’s wonderful to imagine your dresser displaying a collection of chipped and loved family bits collected over the years, but that’s a dream scenario. I started from scratch with the crockery on the dresser at Meadowgate. It’s a mixture of new pieces from potters I love – Steve; Nicholas Mosse, whose pottery in Ireland I’ve visited often; and the constantly irresistible Brixton Pottery wares – plus old stuff bought at auction and in various antiques shops. My point is that we all have to start somewhere, and an heirloom can start life tomorrow, in your home, on your shelf or dresser.
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