WHITE ELEPHANTS
By Sheila O’Riley for The Ugly Gardener


‘Tis the season to be jolly—and stressed out! Increased demands and expectations during the holidays can be overwhelming. Especially, for those of us who are in charge of entertaining. We want everything to be perfect and joyful for EVERYONE. 


My personal holiday ‘to-do’ list includes dragging the holiday decorations out of the basement and decorating the house; inside and out, keeping the house company clean, shopping for gifts and food, wrapping gifts, planning menus, cooking and baking, writing and sending Christmas letters, sending invitations, and more wrapping and cooking. I’m sure this list is identical to many of yours. And a new addition to my list this year is cleaning up all the branches the ice storm gifted to my backyard.

This can all be overwhelming, but it is well worth it. I love getting the families together and the magical feeling of the season.


I’m always looking for ways to relieve some of the stress and happened up on something quite by accident. Last year, our extended families (my and my husband’s brothers, sisters, nieces and nephews) decided not to exchange gifts. This removed some of the shopping burden, but also some of the fun. 


As I was cleaning house last December, I noticed (not for the first time) that I have too much stuff. The recycling side of my brain spoke up, “Why don’t you give some of this stuff as white elephant gifts to the family?” What, part with some of my wonderful treasurers? I tend to get attached. But I discovered it is much easier to let things go when you think about how someone you love will enjoy it or get a chuckle from it. It’s not like you are relegating it to the trash or selling it to a stranger at a garage sale. You can choose just the right home to give it to.

For instance, I’m really attached to items that I’ve handmade. I know all the work I put into it. I feel better knowing I’m giving it to someone who values me and thus, the handwork I’ve done; I hope. Then there are items that I sort of inherited after my mother-in-law passed away. I’m giving some of these as gifts to some of her other descendents. My sister had asked where I got my retro red stool last year, so I gave it to her for Christmas.  It’s even inspired Husband Kirk to sort out items he no longer uses for the men in the families.

I still do plenty of shopping at the stores, but I get more pleasure from ‘shopping’ in my own home. I save time, money, gasoline, and don’t have to venture out in to the weather. For me, the white elephants have put the magic back into the spirit of gift giving.
Lesson:

The best gifts are those that come from the heart.
Or is it… Watch out O’Rileys and Schafers, Sheila’s dumping her junk on you again.
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