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Introduction
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I think the first time I heard a toast being offered was when I was about ten years old and my father stood up at a Christmas dinner and said ‘to my wonderful wife who has put up with me for so long’.


I thought that this was a very appropriate thing to say considering the way my father often made less than complimentary comments when she had worked all day in the kitchen, especially at Christmas. I felt that this was his way of saying how much he appreciated her, even if it was a backhanded compliment!


My next memory is of my grandmother Gay, who was a keen bridge player. She used to play on a regular basis and there was always a bottle of dry sherry on the table. I remember her proposing a toast at the start of a game with ‘to a handful of trumps and a run of good luck’. She was always coming up with a quote or toast for every occasion and some she passed to me. I remember one in particular when, before drinking her daily glass of sherry, she would raise her glass and say ‘a little of what you fancy does you good’ and as she finished a glass or two of sherry and some pieces of cheese she made a polite burp followed by ‘Pardon me for being so rude it was not me it was my food’.


My family were, it seemed, quite fond of toasting and I felt it was a fun way to start a meal, although strangely enough in my teens and twenties I was one of the only members of my family not to like alcohol. Today things are different and I regularly enjoy a glass of wine with my meal and the occasional vodka and orange.


My father’s family came from Scotland and my paternal grandmother was directly descended from the Erskine family, whose ancestors lived in Breamar Castle near St Andrews Bay.


The Scots are great lovers of the toast and Scotland is very famous for its whisky production in addition to the famous Scottish ale. A Scottish toast:
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May the best you’ve ever seen,
Be the worst you’ll ever see.
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A traditional Scottish horsemen’s toast goes:
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Here’s to the horse wi’ the four white feet,
The chestnut tail and mane,
A star on his face and a spot on his breast,
An’ his master’s name was Cain.
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Of course the toast is alive and well in Ireland where the tradition has not been lost and where every pub reverberates to the sound of clinking glasses. Very often a toast in Ireland will be referred to as a ‘blessing’. Here are a few examples.
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Health and long life to you


The wife of your choice to you


Land free of rent to you


From this day forth
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May you have warm words on a cold evening


A full moon on a dark night


And the road downhill all the way to your door.
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May the road rise to meet you


May the wind be always at your back


The sun shine warm on your face


The rain fall soft upon your fields


And until we meet again


May God hold you in the hollow of his hand.
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This latter toast is very familiar and is often given to guests when they leave an Irish home. You may also see this on the wall of an Irish pub to wish you well. The Irish are very hospitable and have many toasts of welcome and goodwill.


Of course Wales is the land of song and they also have a long tradition of toasting particularly with beer and cider, for example:
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To the land we love and the love we land.
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In 2000 I was looking for a speakers club in Brighton as I wanted to improve my confidence in front of larger audiences. I searched in vain and then someone suggested I visit a Toastmasters Club. ‘Well, I am not looking to be a toastmaster’ I thought, but my colleague explained that the International Toastmaster Clubs provide great training in public speaking and really encouraged me to go along. My first visit was to Chichester where the club was very professional and actually quite formal. I was not sure if this was what I was looking for, but the whole evening was very informative and I learnt a lot. I decided to visit two more clubs, one in Guildford and another in London, to see what they offered. I was amazed at the array of skills it was possible to learn. Not only did they have a complete educational programme for public speaking, but also for leadership and advanced communication.


I immediately decided to start a toastmasters club in Brighton and Hove and in June 2001 we were a fully chartered club with twenty-five paid up members. Today the club is thriving and after a successful fifteen years is going from strength to strength.


What’s in the Book


I have researched the toasts in this book by asking friends, foreign students and work colleagues to contribute. In Chapter 2 you will find guidelines on how to prepare and deliver a mini speech with examples on structure, planning and nerve-busting techniques. There are foreign expressions and quotes to insert if you are visiting another country and want to say a few words.


For example in China Ganbei usually means ‘down the hatch’ (literally to drink the entire glass full) so to be sure it is necessary to watch the person offering the toast to see if he/she drinks all the contents.


In the section on humorous toasts in Chapter 5, I have included many ideas from friends as to how they used humour to good effect, as in this example:
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As you slide down the banister of life,


may the splinters never point the wrong way.
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There are also guidelines on how to introduce humour and how to avoid embarrassing your audience inappropriately.


In the wedding section in Chapter 6 I have drawn from other best man’s and groom’s speeches I have heard and enjoyed, and there are several interesting quotes and toasts for you to insert into your wedding speech, such as:
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May ‘for better or worse’ be far better than worse!
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There are tips for the father of the bride and a section on etiquette plus advice on what not to say! If you are nervous about standing up in front of an audience there are also useful tips to help you plan, deliver and gain confidence as a speaker.


At the end of the book I have included a workbook section where you can glean ideas on appropriate beginnings and endings to speeches, and where you can plan your ideas and toasting expressions. There are proverbs and limericks to add colour to your speeches and even guidelines on how to write your own. I have also consulted many books and found several gems (with permission) on the internet. Wherever possible I have given the source and name of the person quoted. There are many whose source is not known. Some of the toasts (including the one below) and quotes are my own. I hope you enjoy them.
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Do you enjoy good food and wine? Then raise your glass and toast


Hear phrases trickle through your mind


From foreign shores to the British coast
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Raise your glass to celebrate


Let us this moment seize


Friends, relations gather round and


Raise your glasses, please!
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1. Wherefore the Toast? A Bit of History
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If all be true that I do think


There are five reasons we should drink:


Good wine – a friend – or being dry –


Or if we should be by and by –


Or any other reason why!


Henry Aldrich (1710)
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In the Beginning …



Raising a glass to a great cause or simply to honour good friends is a tradition in every country in the world, or at least every country I can think of. Though the words may differ and the period of oration may vary from a few seconds to a few minutes, the fundamental reason for toasting is the same: to celebrate as a group.


But where did this custom come from? And why is the word for this social ritual the same as a roasted piece of bread? In the book Panati’s Extraordinary Origins of Everyday Things, Charles Panati writes that the actual act of drinking to a guest’s health or good fortune started in ancient Greece. The host would drink first to demonstrate that his wine was not poisoned, a practice which had become quite a common way of dealing with rivals, competitors, or no-longer-wanted spouses. Over time, the sequence of host drinking first followed by guests came to be considered an act that symbolised friendship and goodwill. Other sources have noted that another reason for a group glass raising was the pledge of three cups – one each to Mercury, the Graces and Zeus.


Why ‘toasting’?


Panati writes that the Romans took up the practice of toasting (and poisoning) from the Greeks, and added the custom of dropping a piece of charred bread into the cup. Charcoal has been shown to reduce acidity in a liquid, so one assumes that the Romans used this as a means of mellowing the taste of low-quality, vinegary wine. It is from this practice that we come by the term ‘toast’ – from the Latin word tostus, which means roasted, though its use to signify a raising of glasses was apparently not common until the seventeenth century.


An ancient Persian legend states how wine was discovered.




Prince Jemshed ordered some goatskin bags to be labelled ‘poison’ after the fermenting grape juice in them gave him a stomach ache. His once favourite wife, having lost his favour, decided to kill herself by drinking some of the liquid from the bags. Unbeknown to her the wine had matured, and she became happy and flirtatious again. The result was that she won back the favour of her husband, who realised that the ‘wine’ was far from poison.





Wine and cocktails


Wine was introduced into Northern Europe about 600 BC and was always ‘still’ after maturing because it was brewed in open vessels. It was only in the late seventeenth century that corks were introduced by a Benedictine monk, Don Perignon, and this introduction of a leakproof stopper meant that secondary fermentation could take place, putting bubbles into the champagne-type wines sold today.


The cocktail was apparently first drunk in the days of cock fighting as a toast to the cock who had the most tail feathers left after a battle. The theory that it was called after a couqetier, a type of French cup in which it was served, is a more palatable explanation today. Another idea is that it comes from coquetel, a mixed drink from the wine region of Gironde which is said to have been popular during the French Revolution.


The Lord’s Hall


Toasting came in very handy in the Middle Ages. The feudal lord oversaw the principal meal of his household in the great hall of his castle. After the meal was complete he signalled for talk, music, or story, the latter often requested of guests to the table.


Seated at the head of the table the lord made the opening speech, an address of welcome. This might be very brief or quite lengthy. It might pledge an attentive and courteous hearing to whatever story the guest would be telling, it might refer to the past glory of the castle and its lord, or it might boast of present greatness. At the end of this monologue, the lord raised his glass and called for a communal drink of goodwill and friendship.


The guest was then expected to respond in kind, either before or after entertaining those assembled with his story. Again, glasses were raised and everyone’s health was drunk. This process would be repeated over and over by host, guest, and other members of the household, often for many hours.


Making the evening interesting


When no guests sat at the table, the need for toasting was even greater. Among a group that lived under the same roof day in and day out, things could get, well, boring. As the last thing our lord wanted was a dull evening, he introduced the toast to inject energy into the proceedings. He might himself propose a toast of his own choice or give someone else permission to propose it. A compliment, a proverb, or a speech and a response, however bawdy, got and kept the attention of everyone at the table. While the lord as host would start things off, he most likely gave permission or invitation to others at the table to follow suit. As in the case of meals with guests, the toasts might go on for hours.


Today our stories are shorter and the number of toasts we propose at one sitting tends to be fewer, but the toasting tradition we carry forward has roots in those days of lords, castles and great halls.


Bits and Pieces of Toasting Lore


Anecdotes and stories about toasting abound, some true, some not, some hard to verify one way or the other. Here are some items that might simply be of interest, or that may come in handy the next time your cocktail conversation turns to the toast.



Anatomy of a toast


No matter how short or long, how formal or informal, a toast consists of three parts.


1. The toast itself, where one person states the reason for the toast.


2. The agreement, where everyone present signifies agreement by lifting drinks into the air, making loud or soft sounds of agreement such as ‘hear hear!’, and clinking glasses against those of anyone within reach.


3. The symbolic drink, a quick sip or a long draught as desired, to confirm the agreement.


A touch of the macabre


In his book A Brief History of the Raised Glass, Paul Dickson notes that in earlier days the Scots and Scandinavians drank from the skulls of fallen enemies. This practice is said to be the source of the standard Scandinavian skoal, which is an abbreviation of ta för er ur skoalen, which means ‘help yourself from the drinking vessel’!


The Danish had a nasty habit of cutting the throats of Britons while they were drinking. This practice led to the habit of drinking to someone’s health – if I drank to your health, it meant that I would guard your throat while you drink to keep you alive.


Don’t duel, drink


In the 1600s men routinely carried a sword, dagger, or other weapon with them, usually on the right side. Raising a glass in the right hand, therefore, was considered an act of friendship.
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