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Preface


Being best man at a wedding is more than having to ‘say a few words’. In fact, I doubt anyone is ever given such a casual brief for such an important task, unless the groom neither knows nor cares about the significance of his own wedding day. Marriage may not be as popular today as it was even thirty years ago, but it still happens all the time. And blokes still get asked to be best man. And they still say ‘Yes’.


When I got married in the 1960s, my brother was my best man. He hadn’t a clue how to do the job, because there was no one to tell him. Curiously enough, the situation today is not much better. There are books aplenty about wedding speeches, and guidance for the groom and the father of the bride. Yet the poor best man, whose role is so pivotal in the matrimonial celebrations, gets very little help. Hence this book.


When I started to write it, my focus was on the brief but terrifying prospect: The Speech. After all, that’s my speciality. I’ve probably won more speech contests than anyone in Britain and Ireland, so I have faced and endured the dread of public failure more often than most. Yet even I would approach a best man’s speech with trepidation. So, of course, I started to write about the technique of assembling a speech and getting that terror under control, employing the tools of a professional speechmaker.


However, as I researched the subject, I was struck by the rich history behind the best man’s role, and by the wealth of ancient rituals and superstitions that have fashioned the wedding ceremony and its attendant celebrations. Many have long since been forgotten, except in sayings that have as little meaning as ‘Bless you!’ when someone sneezes.


I thought I should bring some of that back, without losing sight of my main purpose, which was to help the best man cope with his heavy responsibilities. In addition, I wanted to imbue you with excitement, when you are best man – excitement about the whole wedding process. I wanted to find stories to share with you, and suitable jokes and quotations that would lift your speech well above the bare necessities, and provide you with a good read along the way.


This book was the result.


I want you to be more than a good best man. I want you to be the very best best man you can be, and make the very best best man’s speech that they will have ever heard. It will honour your mate, the groom, and it will pay respect to his chosen bride. It will sharpen your own profile too.


One new development was the realisation that these days women are sometimes given the job of best man. One of my closest friends, Evelyn Ryan, was one of these, and I have included her speech as sample speech 4. So to any woman who happens to be reading this for guidance, let me offer my apologies for referring to the best man always in the masculine gender. The same considerations apply to you, except for attire. The female best man should match what the bride is wearing, but be careful not to dress more strikingly than her. It is, after all, her big day.


So, finally, what’s this book about? It started out as a guide to the best man’s speech. It grew into a one-stop guide to being a really effective best man. It includes background information to position your thinking, and checklists to help you organize your actions. Above all, its purpose is to help you to enjoy your role as best man, and to make it a memorable occasion for the bride and groom.


Phillip Khan-Panni




 


 


To June


who was my wife and my best friend,
and who showed me by her example
what it means to love, honour
and respect your partner within a marriage.





CHAPTER 1


Your Complete Guide to Being Best Man


Why this book?


So your friend is getting married and he has asked you to be best man at the wedding. And you accepted. Now the doubts creep in and the terror begins. Where do you turn for advice? Who can guide you in your duties? And above all, who will help you with the all-important speech?


This book is the answer to all your questions.


In it you will find everything you need to know about your role in the wedding ceremony and the reception. It will tell you about the background to, and origins of, the rituals that attend the joining together of a man and woman in matrimony. It will explain why there is a best man, why the bride stands on the left, what the best man’s duties are and why. It will also give you an insight into the wedding practices of different communities in Britain and elsewhere.


It includes a simple guide to the etiquette involved, and to making sure that the planning is painless and nothing important is overlooked.


What it will do for you


It will guide you in the preparation of your speech, and in delivering it with style and panache. Finally, it contains examples of best man speeches for a number of different scenarios, including ‘When the Best Man was a Woman’. You may adapt them to suit your own needs.


In short, this book provides you with everything you need to be the best best man and to make the very best best man’s speech.


There are other books on the planning and etiquette of weddings, and even books on making wedding speeches. They tend to be packed with jokes, anecdotes and examples of short speeches, but very little on how to go about preparing and delivering a speech that will make an impact. In this book I have sought to remedy that, while not forgetting to provide a wealth of reference material.


There are jokes, there are anecdotes, and there are sample speeches, both short and long. The long speeches are towards the back, and they are examples of ‘real’ speeches, lasting 10-15 minutes each. In Chapter 14, I give you some examples of toasts that are mini speeches. In fact, you can mix and match from the examples in that chapter. For most people, and for most weddings, a short speech will be what’s required, but don’t feel you must limit yourself to four or five minutes. Once you are in full flow, you may find that it’s going really well and you are enjoying yourself. No one will be putting a stopwatch on your speech, and nor should you.


The guiding principle is to stop before your audience wants you to. Always leave them wanting more. Never make them want less!


You can make a great impression


The purpose of this book is to enable you to use the occasion to develop some speechmaking skills. Making a public speech is hard. Making a good one is even harder. Most people are glad to get a giggle or two, then get it done and get off the stage, so to speak, thankful that they may never have to face the ordeal again. But isn’t it a shame to waste the opportunity to make something more of the opportunity?


If you make a brilliant best man speech you will benefit in a number of ways:


♦   You will benefit directly by impressing those present, especially those who never suspected your ability to command an audience.


♦   It will give you a degree of self-confidence you may never have thought possible.


♦   And it will open the way to progress in your working life, where good communication skills are increasingly valued.


Think about the people you most admire, both in your private life and in the business arena. What do they have in common? That’s right, it’s the ability to put their points across in a way that makes others want to listen and act. You could be like them. Of course, this book will help you if all you want to do is to make an acceptable best man speech and hope you’ll never be asked again. In fact, if you follow the guidelines and checklists you will be much better than acceptable.


However, if you would like to develop as a speaker, this book will help you to achieve that goal. It will do more. It will help you to run the wedding efficiently. As best man you will be in charge, and you’ll have to make decisions, take initiatives and look after people and things at a level you may never have done before. It’s not difficult, nor particularly onerous, so long as you know what to do.


This book will guide you every step of the way. Towards the end there is a chapter summarising what you need to think about and do on the wedding day itself. It’s a checklist for the day. Once you have read the book, it would be worth copying the chapter and carrying it with you, especially on the wedding day.


Once upon a time


Weddings are full of traditions. The ceremonies themselves are relatively recent in their origins, dating from the establishment of Christianity in Europe, but many of the rituals are centuries older. It’s worth reminding ourselves of the origins of the customs that we still follow in traditional wedding ceremonies.


How the role of best man evolved


Starting with the basics, consider the practice of asking the bride’s parents for her hand in marriage. It was not always so. If we look back only a few hundred years we will see that a man did not seek permission to marry the girl he wanted. He didn’t ask her parents and he didn’t ask her. He simply kidnapped her from her village and carted her off to his own. On the way home the groom kept his captured bride on his left because he was likely to have been right handed, and he need his right arm free to wield a sword or some other weapon.


He did not always go alone. He usually went with a close friend, whose role was to help the groom fight off her family and/or any friends or rival suitors who might come in pursuit. More often than not, the groom went mob-handed, and his raiding party were known as groomsmen. They were usually a group of young bachelors for whom such raids were the highlights of the year.


By the nineteenth century, however, the groomsmen had acquired respectable status, and their role was that of ceremonial attendants. The special friend who was appointed best man was by then chosen more for his close friendship than for his long sword arm. He was given the tasks of paying the priest and safeguarding the ring, which the groom was deemed likely to lose in the stress of the occasion, and generally looking after things like a master of ceremonies.


The bridesmaids


The best man speaks for the bridesmaids or matron of honour, but their role pre-dates his by many centuries. In fact, bridesmaids were considered absolutely essential by the ancient Egyptians. It was their belief that mischievous spirits were likely to spoil the party by the use of trickery and black magic, simply out of spite.


To thwart those spirits, and avoid the possibility of an unwelcome intervention on the happy day, to say nothing of the dismay that would be felt if the bride were to be abducted for a second time, several young ladies were dressed up as extravagantly as the bride herself, so that any passing evil spirit would be unable to decide which was the bride, and they would proceed on their way without causing trouble.
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