THE SECRET TO A WEDDING CELEBRATION UNLIKE ANY OTHER? - <00
AN UNEXPECTED LOCATION AND DETAILS SO PERSONAL THEY CAN'T legant ballrooms, shabby-chic farms and ~ the background

BE DUPLICATED. TAKE A CUE (OR MORE!) FROM OUR PROS.

picturesque country clubs will forever hold
their place as prime spots for wedding

- BY DEBRA WITT

receptions. (Tried-and-true traditions are
always in style.) But increasingly, couples are choos-
ing venues that aren’t obvious first choices. Think art
galleries, vintage movie theaters, rooftop hideaways,
kids” campsites, breweries, even landmark business
and government buildings that ooze character.

“A growing number of brides and grooms want
their weddings to feel truly personal. They want to
share with their guests the places and things that
they love,” says Kindra Browne, owner of Simple
Elegance in Kansas City, KS and Seattle, WA.

“If you think about it, most great love stories
begin with a meaningful location,” adds Alison
Laesser-Keck, creative director of VLD Events in
southeast Michigan and Santa Barbara, CA. “So it
only makes sense for couples to return to treasured
spots for their special day.”

With that in mind, we asked top wedding plan-
ners from across the country to share their best
advice for couples who are inspired to stage their
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celebrations off the beaten path. =
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FIND THE
PERFECT SPOT

ome venue choices will be obvi-

ous—the college library where

you first met, for example, the

bowling alley you visited on your
first date, or the museum steps where you
exchanged your first “I love you’s.” But
often a little bit of detective work goes into
finding the perfect spot, says Brooklyn-
based planner Jove Meyer, of Jove Meyer
Events. He says he often meets couples
for the first time on their turf—either the
couple’s home or at their favorite restaurant
or hangout spot—so he can soak up their
style and personal tastes. “I like to match
the little details that I glean from these
meetings with venues that I think will suit
their personalities,” says Meyer.

Meyer recalls a summer campsite that
perfectly reflected one couple’s artistic
spirit and their playful courtship esca-
pades. They didn’t start out looking for
such a venue, but when they visited the

wooded spot near West Point, New York,
the two knew it would set a fun and relax-
ing tone for their festivities. “What started
out as a wedding day turned into a wedding
weekend, as we took over all the cabins,
the dining hall and the private beach,” he
says, adding that it was the first time the
campgrounds had been used for a wedding.
Another way to approach the loca-
tion search is to look closer to home, but
through the lens of a tourist. Across the
country, mid-size cities are experiencing
a renaissance—and brides want in on
the action. “For the longest time,” says
Laesser-Keck, “Detroit was seen as unap-
pealing. But these are exciting times now
for the city—it has come alive again. Many
of the buildings were designed by world-
renowned architects and it’s been named
a Unesco City of Design. I'm seeing more
brides want to host a hometown wedding
here that feels like a destination wedding.”
In Kansas City, Simple Elegance’s
Brown is seeing a similar interest in
spaces that allow couples to show off

their heartland pride. “Brides are asking
for spaces that aren’t overexposed on the
wedding circuit,” she says. So instead of
hotel ballrooms and barns, she’s booking
art museums, courtyards of distinctive
downtown businesses, performing arts
centers, landmark brewing companies and
restaurants and similar spaces that give
guests an experience beyond the typical
wedding reception.

Sharokina “Shar” Pazand, event
director at Chicago’s City Girl Planning,
says when debating locations couples
should look to their shared interests to
spark ideas: Two book lovers might want
to explore unique bookshops or nearby
libraries; architecture aficionados could
look into having the ceremony in one favor-
ite building and the reception at another;
and history buffs might find the right spot
where a storied event took place. “When
you approach this part of the planning
process from your heart,” she says, “you’ll
have a dream wedding that’s personal, and
your guests will have a better understand-
ing of what makes you tick as a couple.”
The bottom line: Find a place that excites
the two of you.

MAKE THE
SPACE YOUR OWN

nce you've landed your
must-have location, the next
step is to personalize it and
give it a context that fits your
love story. “Non-traditional venues offer
couples a blank canvas, with the freedom
to customize details that are most impor-
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tant to them,” say New England wedding
planners Francie Dorman and Britt Cole of
42 North Weddings. “Floral and lighting
installations, unique bar setups and even
entertainment and musical performances
can not only be visually stunning but also
reflect a couple’s style in a unique way.”

However, you'll still want defined
areas for cocktails and dancing, perhaps
a lounge area, and a dinner seating ar-
rangement that’s interactive for guests.

If possible, have vendors visit the space
with you ahead of time. You may have your
eye on loosely arranged flowers and small
votives, for example, but your florist might
recognize that those elements could get lost
in the grand foyer of a museum and instead
suggest taller, structured centerpieces and
a more dramatic lighting plan.

Designer Michelle Cousins, founder
of Michelle Leo Events in Salt Lake City,
UT, has had a few opportunities to turn
the state capitol building into a wedding
reception site. “It’s a beautiful space with
views of the mountains,” she says, “a
perfect place for couples to show their state
pride.” But because the vast space wasn’t
designed for intimacy, Cousins had to put
thought into how to create that feeling for
her couples. For one celebration she opted
to concentrate all of the activities in the
main rotunda. She created smaller intimate
“venues” within that circle—dining tables
clustered under one archway, lounge area
under a second arch, cake cutting under a
third and so on. The center area proved the
perfect spot for the first dance. A second
capitol-building wedding Cousins planned
took advantage of the grand rotunda for the
ceremony, and she moved the party outside
to the courtyard and surrounding grounds.
“At dusk guests got a breathtaking view of
the mountains,” she says, “and as night fell
the entire building lit up and felt surpris-
ingly romantic.”

“Sometimes it’s best to just spell it out
for guests so there’s no confusion,” says
Laesser-Keck. For a wedding at the Detroit
Institute of the Arts, she helped the couple
design a “museum map” that made it easy
for guests to find the ceremony (the Rivera
Court), toasts and dinner (the Great Hall),
the after-dinner lounge (the Modern and
Impressionist Gallery), and the Scotch bar
(the Woodward Lobby).
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for a reception at Chicago’s famous Shedd
Aquarium, designed by Miranda Tassi for
Chancey Charm Weddings. But a few key
elements made the evening feel intimate,
says founder Sarah Chancey. A custom
gobo lighting feature defined the main
party space. Meanwhile, in the dining
area, tables were tightly clustered around
the show-stopping fish tank to foster lively
conversation. “It’s great if you can find a
fabulous and unique space,” she says, “but
you still want your guests to recognize that
they’re at a wedding.”

DRUM UP
EXCITEMENT

he final step is to come up

with creative ways to call

your guests’ attention to what

makes the spot special to you.
“The invitation suite is the best way to
get guests excited,” says Chancey. One
couple she recently worked with wanted
to celebrate all things Atlanta, so the focal
point of their invitation was a hand-drawn
map of the city. That same illustration was

Late-night treats.

enlarged and framed to greet guests at

the reception, where dinner napkins were
stamped ‘From Atlanta With Love.’
Invites for Jove Meyer’s campground
couple were inspired by a classic summer
camp craft—paper stamping—and in-
cluded a well-thought itinerary of activi-
ties for the entire weekend, as well as a
tongue-in-cheek “survival guide” with fun
facts about the couple and the area.
Welcome bags and favors are two
simple ways to tell your story. For a cou-
ple who got married at Detroit’s Piquette
Plant, better known as the “birthplace of
the Model T,” Laesser-Keck helped them

Aquatic table
decor.

Boiled peanuts are a
Georgia specialty.

put together a “Made in Michigan” wel-

come kit filled with local treats. Similarly,

the Atlanta couple surprised hungry par-
tiers with hot boiled peanuts—a Georgia
specialty—and sent guests home with
“peppermints from the peach state.”
Food and drink are other easy ways
to pull everything together. Along those

lines, the designers at 42 North Weddings

suggest serving food and beverages that
are either local to the area or from a spe-
cial occasion the couple spent together.
“It’s the little details that will really
make the day something you and your
guests won’t forget,” says Laesser-Keck. m

Pros and Cons of Non-Traditional Spaces

PRO: Many sites that aren’t
typically used for weddings have
few to no restrictions, providing
couples the opportunity to take
risks with their decor and theme,
and the freedom to use vendors
of their own choosing.

CON: The site manager may not
have enough (or any) event expe-
rience to help tie up the small,
yet crucial, details, like adequate
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restrooms and parking spaces,
or meeting the technical needs
of your caterer and videographer.

lower than venues that market
themselves as event spaces.
CON: Often other unexpected

score big fun- and wow-factor
points. That’s because every-
thing will feel new and exciting.

DIY couples should prepare to
be more hands on in the early
staging steps—get started by
bookmarking our “Top Questions
to Ask Your Wedding Vendors” at
bridalguide.com/vendors.
PRO: Frequently the rental costs
of non-traditional spaces are

costs erase any savings—you
may need a catering tent, a por-
table restroom, or even a private
security detail to oversee certain
areas (as at a museum).

PRO: Inviting guests to festivities
that are off the beaten wedding
path practically guarantees you'll

CON: There are more pitfalls
you’ll have to dodge to pull ev-
erything off without a hitch (see
previous cons). This is the time
to consider hiring a planner or
day-of coordinator to make sure
you cover each and every last
detail with minimal stress.
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