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1. INTRODUCTION



1.1 ACCEPTING THE HONOUR


Being chosen by someone to be his best man is a great honour and no doubt you feel proud to have been asked. However, I expect that, quite soon, in my case it was a matter of moments, you began to realise the full implications. You are going to have to stand up at the wedding reception and give an entertaining speech. This can have a very sobering effect, literally for me. When I was asked, the groom and I had just been out for a few beers and I was halfway through my curry when the bombshell was dropped.


As well as the speech, there is the stag party to organise, which can appear a daunting prospect, particularly as the options available and complexity seem to increase every year. In addition, there are all the other smaller tasks that come under the remit of the best man, plus providing general support to the groom throughout the whole process. Pretty soon you may feel a bit overwhelmed and start to wonder how you can get out of it. Well, I’m afraid that is generally not an option, as in this case the groom is like Don Corleone in The Godfather: he has made you an offer you can’t refuse.


By now you will be beginning to realise the wide variety of skills the best man needs to possess: organisation and administration, speech writing, public speaking, counselling, diplomacy and decision making. Combine all these requirements with the fact that the job is unpaid and you can see why there’s no point in the groom advertising it in the hope of attracting willing and qualified applicants. However, there are a couple of redeeming features that make it a worthwhile role for whoever takes it on. First, it’s a privilege and an honour to be asked, and second, you get a great sense of achievement when it all goes well on the day. The groom has chosen you not just because you are a close friend, but because he clearly feels that you have most, or perhaps all, of the above skills. This is quite a compliment and one very good reason why you should feel confident in your ability to do the job well.


In addition, this book will help you rise to the challenge, and, as former US President Franklin D. Roosevelt once said: ‘The only thing we have to fear is fear itself’ (as an aside, quotes are extremely useful things to include in your speech so I will be using lots of them when we get on to talking about the speech in detail later in this book). Most importantly, you have one great weapon on your side and that is time. That’s assuming that the original best man hasn’t had to pull out at the last minute and you are reading this on the night before the wedding, in which case fear is probably the appropriate feeling. I remember on the day before my own wedding, when the best man didn’t arrive on the expected train and we couldn’t get hold of him, I asked the chief usher if he would stand in, if necessary, and although we cannot publish what he did say, it certainly wasn’t ‘sure, no problem’!


The time that you have will allow you to plan everything that you need to do for the wedding, so that you can feel completely in control, not panic, and enjoy the experience of being the groom’s best man.



1.2 HOW THIS BOOK WILL HELP


Having been through the experience of being a best man I know just how much I would have appreciated a practical and comprehensive guide to support me at the time, which is exactly what this book is intended to provide.


The best man’s responsibilities can be divided into three main areas that will be addressed by this book. These are the stag party, the speech and other duties. I have given a summary of each area of responsibility below.


THE STAG PARTY (CHAPTER 4)


The best man is responsible for organising the stag party, and all the options are comprehensively explored in Chapter 4. These range from a simple night out at the local pub, through to a full weekend of activities abroad. Online references have been provided to enable you to follow up on all the ideas discussed.


Having decided on what to do, when to do it and whom to invite with your groom, you will then be responsible for organising the event. This is no simple administrative task for it involves contacting invitees, making bookings (for transport, accommodation, activities), collecting money, making payments and organising everyone on the day/weekend itself. So unless you happen to work in the events industry you are going to find this role challenging. This chapter will help you through the whole process and ensure you remain organised and the event goes smoothly. Of course what I cannot do for you is help with your most important task, which is to look after the groom and make sure he comes home in one piece. When I mentioned to a friend that I was writing this book, she immediately told me the story of her friend’s husband, who on his stag night climbed onto, and then promptly fell off, the roof of a double-decker bus and spent the wedding day with his jaw sewn up! No doubt there are many other stories of stag-night accidents, so make sure that your groom doesn’t end up as a cautionary tale in the next edition of this book.


THE SPEECH (CHAPTERS 6–8)


Anyone who is asked to be a best man will naturally be apprehensive (almost certainly an understatement) at the thought of having to prepare and deliver an amusing speech on the wedding day. These chapters guide you through the whole process of preparing and delivering the speech.


Chapter 6 will give you lots of practical guidance on how to construct an entertaining speech personally tailored to your groom. It’s important to consider the audience, so that the humour is appropriate, and there will be a discussion on how to pitch your speech at the right level. Although you probably know the groom very well, there are always things to be discovered from family and other friends which could be good sources of material for the speech, so there will be guidance on what to look for and how to use it for comic effect. Chapter 6 also looks at what to include in each part of the speech, including how to get going at the start, what to include in the main section, and how to end on a high. Examples of props and quotes to use will be given, as will details of the toast to make at the end. Chapter 7 then has ten original sample speeches, which will be an invaluable source of material to you; seeing full-length speeches gives you a real feel for how to structure your own speech.


Having addressed the preparation of the speech, guidance will be given in Chapter 8 on how to deliver it successfully. This includes hints on practising and memorising your speech, overcoming nerves, delivery style and the use of body language. Therefore, having worked through these chapters you should be fully prepared to stand up confidently on the wedding day and give a great speech.


OTHER DUTIES (CHAPTERS 3 AND 5)


As best man you will probably be unsure exactly what other duties, in addition to the stag party and the speech, you must take responsibility for. These duties are fully explained in two chapters. The first deals with responsibilities arising before the wedding day itself (Chapter 3). For instance, as well as organising the stag party, you must ensure that your attire for the day (for both yourself and the groom) is arranged, you attend any pre-wedding gatherings and rehearsals and have sorted out where you and the groom will be staying the night before the wedding. Then the duties on the wedding day, other than the speech itself, are detailed in Chapter 5. There are many of these, including organising the ushers, possibly acting as Master of Ceremonies and looking after the rings. When I was best man, the groom was worried about losing the rings so he decided that it would be safer if he held onto them until we were inside the church. Anyway, we were about to go into the church when I spotted something shining on the ground in the car park. Without realising it, he had dropped the rings when he got out of the car! That anecdote of course went straight into my speech.


Before reading the chapters mentioned above detailing all your duties, it is useful as a best man to understand the bigger picture and where your role fits in, so in Chapter 2 the overall wedding process is explained. This includes an overview of what activities are carried out before the wedding and what happens on the day itself, including some background on the ceremony. It gives you an understanding of what is going on, which will enable you to provide the groom with encouraging words of support and advice when needed on more general matters relating to the wedding and also hopefully give you a sense of relief that, compared to organising the whole wedding, your own role is quite manageable.


In summary I hope that you find the detailed guidance given in this book useful in helping you to fulfil your role as best man with confidence and that, in doing so, you enjoy the experience.





2. WEDDINGS – THE BIG PICTURE



2.1 INTRODUCTION


One of the best man’s duties is to provide general support and advice to the groom before and on the wedding day itself. To help fulfil this role it is useful to have an overview of all aspects of the wedding; this knowledge will also allow you to see more clearly how your specific duties fit into the whole process. This chapter provides you with the bigger picture.


Before getting into the detail of the preparations for the wedding I should mention the type of wedding I have focused on in this chapter. For want of a better description I will call it a ‘traditional white wedding’, by which I mean one where the ceremony is followed by a reception which starts with drinks, then has a meal with speeches, and finishes with an evening party. This is the most popular wedding format in the UK, but even if the wedding you are attending varies in some respects, I hope that there are still some common elements that will make this chapter of help to you.


The traditional white wedding discussed is one where the groom appoints a best man and there are also bridesmaids, including a chief bridesmaid (also referred to as the maid of honour, if single, and the matron of honour, if married), and ushers (also referred to as groomsmen). I have used the name ‘best man’ for the chief attendant to the groom in this book whether the best man is a he or a she, as that person could also be a close female friend.


In addition it is possible to have more than one best man. This can be a solution when the groom finds it hard to decide between two close friends or would perhaps like to choose both his brother and another best friend. I have attended weddings where there have been two best men and they either delivered the speech as a double act or each one has given a separate short speech. Equally, one of the best men might be nominated to speak on behalf of them both. In this case perhaps the other best man would take on the responsibility of organising the stag party. I have heard of occasions when there have been three best men, although with that many, everyone would have to be very well organised indeed to ensure that tasks don’t fall between the gaps and get overlooked.


In July 2013 the Marriage (Same Sex Couples) Act received royal assent, legalising marriage between same-sex couples in England and Wales, with the first marriages expected to take place by mid-2014 (marriage law in Scotland and Northern Ireland is the responsibility of the respective devolved governments, and at the time of writing a bill to introduce appropriate legislation legalising same-sex marriage in Scotland is currently passing through the Scottish parliament). Prior to this, the alternative to marriage for a same-sex couple was to enter into a civil partnership. Under the new legislation, partners currently in a civil partnership will have the option to convert it into a marriage if they so wish. Although this book is focused on mixed gender weddings, I hope it also provides useful information if you are a best man celebrating a civil partnership or, by the time you read this, a marriage between a same-sex couple.



2.2 TYPES OF CEREMONY


RELIGIOUS CEREMONY


There are many different religious wedding ceremonies carried out in the UK including Christian, Muslim, Hindu, Sikh, Jewish and Buddhist. Usually if the religious ceremony is performed by a person authorised to register marriages there is no need for a separate civil ceremony as the marriage is registered at the same time. As the most common religious ceremony in the UK is the Church of England ceremony (Office for National Statistics www.ons.gov.uk), I have discussed this in more detail in this chapter.


CIVIL CEREMONY


According to the Office for National Statistics, over two-thirds of couples marrying in England and Wales now have civil ceremonies. These ceremonies contain no religious element and can take place in a register office or any other approved premises licensed for civil marriages. Types of approved premises include hotels and stately homes, and according to the Office of National Statistics over half of all marriages in England and Wales now take place in these buildings. Some couples arrange to have a religious blessing after the civil ceremony, which is common when the bride or groom (or both) has been married before.


Another option is to have a humanist wedding after a civil ceremony. Humanist weddings have no legal status in England and Wales, hence the need to first have a civil ceremony, but they do have a legal status in Scotland, one of only a few countries in the world where this is the case. This type of wedding offers those couples without religious beliefs a very flexible alternative to create a ceremony with music, readings and vows closely tying into their own values.



2.3 BEFORE THE WEDDING DAY


INTRODUCTION


A wedding requires an incredible amount of planning; the best man’s role in this is mainly to provide sympathetic support to the groom. Usually the three key people involved in the decision-making process in relation to planning the wedding day are the bride, the groom and the mother of the bride, with the chief bridesmaid providing the first line of support. Often the mother of the groom is also involved in decisions, and the fathers of the bride and groom may play some part in the preparations as well.


Sadly the best man cannot relax at this stage, as although you are unlikely to be involved in too much of the detailed decision-making, you may have to lend support to the groom while he struggles to make the right decision in areas where he almost certainly lacks the required level of expertise – for instance, if he has been asked to choose between edible favours, candle favours, or edible candle favours. However, if he is foolish enough to ask your opinion on this type of question my advice is that you try to establish the bride’s view on the matter first before answering. This is one good reason to get to know the chief bridesmaid as soon as possible.


So, to help you fulfil your role, here is a summary of the preparations that will take place prior to the wedding day itself. Before making any major decisions the couple will doubtless first establish what sort of budget they have for the wedding and roughly how this might be spent on the different elements. They can then use this as a starting point for keeping track of costs as they go along. Parents may or may not be contributing to the wedding costs and this will affect the decision-making process. Traditionally, the bride’s parents paid for the majority of the wedding costs, but it’s now far more common for these to be shared, with the bride and groom, bride’s parents and the groom’s parents all contributing in some way. Having established a budget, the key decisions on the ceremony and reception venues will be made and the date set. Most of the other activities detailed below don’t need to be done in a specific order.


CEREMONY AND RECEPTION VENUES


The couple will first need to decide whether to have a religious or civil ceremony. Having agreed on this, they will then consider the location for the ceremony and reception. If a Church of England ceremony is chosen, this will usually take place in the couple’s local parish or one to which they have a particular connection, maybe where the bride’s parents live. The choice for the reception venue will probably be a hotel or something similar not too far from the church. Alternatively, if space allows, the bride and the groom may decide to hold the reception in a marquee in the garden of the bride’s parents’ home.


In the case of a civil wedding the ceremony can take place at a register office followed by a reception at a different venue, but it’s now more common for the ceremony and reception to be held at the same approved premises. This reduces the level of organisation required and allows a smooth transition from ceremony to reception. A combined venue also means one less task for the best man on the day, as one of his duties is to make sure everyone has transport from the ceremony to the reception venue.


The choice of location for a civil ceremony grows every year and there are now some quite unusual locations in which to get married. For instance, as well as hotels and stately homes the couple could get married at sports grounds, castles, museums, zoos, railway stations, barns or even at a working lighthouse in Wales (www.trinityhouse.co.uk/lighthouses). However, there are some rules: in England and Wales you can only get married in a building which is open to the public, so that excludes most people’s private homes. Also, couples must get married in some sort of permanent structure, so although this excludes getting married on the beach, they can marry in a gazebo in the grounds of approved premises. The law in Scotland on the other hand is more relaxed, and there you can get married in your home or outside, although it would take a brave couple to plan an outdoor wedding in Scotland! In Northern Ireland religious weddings can take place anywhere, although civil marriages are either performed at a register office or at an approved place.


Until recently, marriages could only take place between 8 a.m. and 6 p.m. (although there were no restrictions in Scotland and Northern Ireland), but the law was changed in 2012 and in England and Wales couples can now get married at any time of the day or night, although ceremony venues can retain the traditional hours if they wish.


Once decided, and once the availability of both the ceremony and reception venues is confirmed, the date for the wedding can be set. The couple might at this point book accommodation at the venue or nearby hotels for the members of the wedding party; also the best man and the groom should decide where they will stay the night before the wedding.


The bride and groom will choose any music they want played during the ceremony, including hymns for a church service. On the subject of hymn choices this is where most couples aim not to be too original because they want hymns that the guests recognise and can therefore make a decent attempt at singing along to, particularly if there is no choir to guide them. Wedding readings will also be selected, which can include non-religious readings in Church of England ceremonies. The couple will then decide which of their family and/or friends they would like to give the readings, and for a church service they will need to confirm whether there will be bellringers, a choir and/or organist available, and what the Order of Service will be.


LEGAL FORMALITIES


Marriage ceremonies must be overseen by a person authorised to register marriages, and therefore if the couple are having a civil ceremony other than at a register office they must ensure the Superintendent Registrar (Registrar in Northern Ireland) or his/her deputy is available to attend the ceremony. Prior to the ceremony, the couple will meet with the Superintendent Registrar to give notice of their intention to get married and provide certain documents, such as proof of identity. The Superintendent Registrar can then issue authority for them to have a civil wedding at either a register office or an approved premises.


If the couple are having a Church of England wedding they will meet with the vicar to discuss their wedding plans and to provide certain documents. Although it may sometimes be necessary to obtain a licence to allow the marriage to take place, the most common method in the Church of England is to have Banns (an ancient legal tradition dating back to the thirteenth century) read out in church for three Sundays prior to the wedding ceremony, which announces the couple’s intention to marry. This also avoids the need to go to the Superintendent Registrar before the wedding. Having done this, the couple can then be married by the vicar on the day of the ceremony.
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