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	Preface
to the Seventh Edition










If the combined nervous energy of brides-to-be, their fathers, their grooms and best men and women were properly harnessed, it would be sufficient to create an alternative energy source that would eradicate the need for fossil fuels. And the main cause of their collective collywobbles is their speeches.


Yet, in reality, the basics of preparing and delivering a great little speech are really quite simple and straightforward. And with the help of this book, a little imagination and a sense of humour, the task can actually be fun.


Whether you feel honoured or lumbered or perhaps both to be ‘saying a few words’ on the Big Day, you’ll find all the advice and tips you’ll need to calm those nerves and to help you create a special spellbinding speech that will sparkle like vintage champagne.


We’ll begin with some general thoughts about 21st-century wedding speech etiquette and on the basics of effective public speaking. Then we’ll consider each of the main traditional wedding speeches – and also the more modern optional extra ones – in greater detail.


As with most things in life, the more you put in, the more you get out – and the sooner you start, the better your contribution is likely to be. And so, with no further ado, may I ask you to be upstanding and to charge your glasses. The toast is: The wedding speakers … may they be infused with taste, timing and tone … with warmth, wit and wisdom.


My Lords, Ladies and Gentlemen, I give you … the speeches!


John Bowden
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	Etiquette and All That










Traditionally, there are three speeches at a wedding reception. The first is made by the bride’s father or guardian; the second by the bridegroom; and the third by his best man. However, this simple pattern assumes that the bride has been brought up by two parents and today over two million people in Britain haven’t been.


So now it is perfectly acceptable for speeches to be made by other people as well as – or instead of – the ‘big three’ – perhaps by the bride’s mother, by her stepdad or stepmum, by the chief bridesmaid, by the best girl, by a child of the bride or groom, by the bride and groom jointly, or by the bride herself. It all depends on the particular circumstances, backgrounds and wishes of the newlyweds.



Being introduced


Etiquette demands that every speaker should be formally introduced. This is not only a courtesy to them, but also a courtesy to their audience. Some guests may not know who all the speakers are, so it is both good manners and good sense for someone to briefly introduce each of them in turn, giving a little background information about them and their relationship to the bride and/ or the groom.


If there is to be a professional toastmaster, he or she will be pleased to read out a short and informative intro for each speaker. If there is no toastmaster, many couples automatically ask their best man to do the honours. That’s fine, but it’s certainly not essential. Anyone can fulfil this role. Perhaps it could be done by the bride’s stepdad, if he is not going to make a speech. Or maybe a particularly self-confident family friend or relative would be willing to do the MC-ing. What matters is that a competent person should be given the responsibility for making all the official announcements and introductions and for keeping things moving on in an interesting and entertaining manner.


When the speeches are about to begin, traditionally a professional toastmaster will call for attention and silence by rapping a gavel on the table, saying something like: ‘Ladies and Gentlemen, pray silence for Mr Ben Nevis who will propose a toast to Mr Sydney and Mrs Pearl Harbour.’ If a friend or relative is acting as the MC, he or she could simply jingle a spoon in an empty glass, to gain attention, before introducing the first speaker. This announcement would probably be made in a less formal manner: ‘Ladies and Gentlemen, please be silent as Mr Ben Nevis proposes a toast to Mr Sydney and Mrs Pearl Harbour.’ It’s showtime!


Before or after the meal?


Some couples decide to have the speeches before the wedding breakfast. This allows nervous speakers to get their speeches ‘out of the way’ so they can relax and enjoy the occasion. However, most toastmasters and other wedding advisors counsel against this as tight catering schedules can be severely disrupted if speeches go on for longer than intended. Guests also tend to be more receptive to speeches after having consumed a glass or two during the meal. And if there is no obvious highlight at the end of the meal, things can tend to fizzle out as individuals and groups of people migrate to the bar, smoking areas and elsewhere. For these reasons, it is better for the speeches to take place after people have eaten.



Knowing your purpose


The main purpose of a wedding speech is to propose a toast or to respond to one, or to do both, and the golden rule to remember is that all speeches at wedding receptions are just elongated toasts. The variable in the matter is how much you intend to say between your opening and closing words. This is the usual sequence.




	
Speech 1: The father of the bride proposes a toast to the bride and groom.


	
Speech 2: The bridegroom responds to the toast and later proposes a toast to the bridesmaids.


	
Speech 3: The best man responds to the second toast on behalf of the bridesmaids (and any other attendants) and later may propose another toast to the bride and groom.





A brief history of toasts


The origin of the very first toast is uncertain, though it may well have developed out of mutual mistrust. In ancient Greece one of the preferred ways of dealing with social and domestic problems such as business disputes, family feuds or divorce was to invite people for a ‘reconciliatory’ goblet of wine, to tell them that life was too short for disputes, and then to seriously shorten their lives by administering hemlock to their drink. This gave a whole new meaning to the expression, ‘What’s your poison?’


Before too long people cottoned on to this pernicious practice and decided to think twice before imbibing, thereby maximising their chance of surviving long enough to order a chariot home. And yet it would have been incredibly impolite not to drink what you had been served. The solution to this moral dilemma was for the host to take the first drink after the wine was poured from a single bottle or decanter. If he didn’t keel over, the guests could be assured the wine was safe for them to drink, too – as they tossed back a preliminary sip from their own goblets. This, then, was the beginning of the notion of ‘drinking to your health’.


Burnt offerings


The actual term ‘toast’ appears to have derived from the Roman practice of dropping some burnt bread into a large bowl of wine as a way of removing undesirable flavours from the beverage. In particular, the cremated crust reduced the wine’s acidity, making it more palatable – especially if it happened to be from one of those ‘Buy 3 for 12,000 Lira’ deals in the first place. After that, the bowl would be passed around and shared by all the guests. Towards the end of the evening, the host would be expected to say a few words in honour of his guests before drinking the dreaded dregs and ceremonially consuming that now saturated and soggy piece of toast.


We now fast-forward to 17th-century Britain, where toasting had become the norm in civilised society. At this time the position of toastmaster was introduced to ensure everyone had a fair chance to have their say, and the custom of drinking to absent friends was borrowed from Scandinavia. Interestingly, in the 1600s the word ‘toast’ was extended to refer to the wine glass containing the toast. Later, the meaning was stretched even further to refer to the act of drinking itself, and then further still to refer to the entire ritual and even to a person or persons being honoured.


At weddings today, toasts are as normal a part of a meal as eating with utensils and spilling peas on the floor. Participants and guests alike continue to go through all the motions of what appears to be a sort of secular communion. Not that there’s anything wrong with that. Far from it. Perhaps we could do with a few more customs that bring us together in such spontaneous acts of community.


Toasting etiquette


The reason the father of the bride traditionally has the honour of opening proceedings and proposing the first toast is that he would have paid for wedding and, as host, it was considered appropriate that he spoke first. In reality, though, nowadays less than 20% of couples rely entirely on the bride’s dad for funding – and almost two-thirds of them pay for everything themselves. Nevertheless, the tradition largely remains and it is still considered polite and courteous to invite him to speak first, followed, in turn, by the groom and his best man.


However, there are no rules that demand that those who traditionally make the speeches must actually do so. So don’t let the thought of making a speech ruin your enjoyment of the wedding preparations and the day itself. If you wish, you could ask another family member or close friend of the family to speak on your behalf, especially if you are the father of the bride. Nobody should ever be forced to address the guests, if they do not want to. This is a happy day, so no one should be forced into doing anything.


It’s a family affair


Given the complexity of many family units and the greater independence of people today, it is becoming more and more common for others to want to say a few words on the Big Day, too. There is no traditional order for these additional speakers because their contributions are a comparatively recent innovation and etiquette has yet to catch up and form a view.


That said, most wedding experts agree that if anyone else is going to speak, it is best that they do so after the groom but before the best man, who traditionally ends proceedings on a humorous high. If the bride is going to speak, she could do so jointly with her husband, or immediately before or after him. Although there is no toasting tradition here, it would seem reasonable that any other additional speakers should propose a toast to the bride and groom, and to anyone else they may have spoken of favourably – or at least they should wind up by wishing them all the best for the future.


Another point of etiquette to bear in mind is that if one or both of the happy couple are from different ethnic or cultural backgrounds, it is quite possible that different or additional people may be expected to speak – and possibly in a different order. If you are in any doubt, ask. It is important to get this right. Are there are any wedding conventions and rituals in respect to the speeches that you should be aware of? If there are, there will be scope for a fantastic and futuristic fusion of etiquette, custom and tradition.


The important thing is that the toastmaster, or the person fulfilling this pivotal role, must know in advance precisely who is going to be speaking, and in what order.



Staying on message


While every wedding speech should include a few sincere, optimistic and entertaining words, etiquette demands there are some subtle differences in the messages expected from each of the main speakers. We will consider this in more detail in Chapters 5 to 8. However, in broad terms, they can be summarised as follows.


Bride’s father


Traditionally, he will thank everyone who has contributed to the wedding and to everyone who has come to the wedding, especially if they have travelled a long distance. The main theme of his speech will be his beloved daughter and his feelings as he now passes her over to the love and care of another man. He will also be expected to formally welcome his new son-in-law – together with his immediate family – into the clan, before adding some possibly amusing and personalised thoughts about love and marriage.


Bridegroom


This is really a general ‘thank you’ speech. It also provides you with a golden opportunity to make a public declaration of your love and to relate a touching or humorous story or two, perhaps about how you first met, how romance blossomed, your first meal together, or maybe the proposal.


Best man


He is expected to be the joker in the pack – but he should also include plenty of praise and congratulatory thoughts about the happy couple. If you turn serious towards the end, saying how much the groom really means to you as a valued friend – the audience will be spellbound.


Other speakers


Etiquette and tradition place less demand upon other speakers as there is little or no precedent to follow. However, it seems reasonable that if anyone is speaking instead of a ‘main’ speaker, he or she should convey a similar message and propose a similar toast as those that would have been expected of that speaker.


On the other hand, if someone is speaking in addition to the ‘big three’, there is no such historic burden of collective anticipation because contributions by the bride, her mother, her chief bridesmaid, step-parents, a child of the bride or groom or others are relatively new developments in terms of wedding procedure, and etiquette and expectation are yet to be established. Therefore they have far more freedom to say pretty much what they like, so long as it is upbeat and positive.


Being yourself


So those are the messages expected of the speakers. However, if you are a father of the bride who will cry uncontrollably if he keeps it too lovey-dovey, a groom who wants to say something a little more meaningful and memorable, or a best man who wants to make it more heartfelt – then do what feels right and comfortable. Don’t lose sight of your speech’s tradition by including some expected crowd-pleasers, but equally importantly be yourself and say what you truly feel.



Saying the right things


Choice of material is crucial. While every wedding speech should contain some sincere, optimistic and entertaining words, each of the main speakers should select just the right anecdotes, quotations and jokes to support their overall message and to give the audience what they want and expect.


It is a good idea for all the speakers to meet – or at least keep in contact, possibly by email, text or phone – to ensure that there is no duplication of jokes, stories or other material. It could be a little embarrassing if two or more speakers each describe how the happy couple met – especially if their versions differ.


However, that does not mean you should read each others’ speeches; it simply means knowing you are not going to be talking about exactly the same thing as anyone else. Also, the best man should be a little sneaky here by withholding details of some of the stories he is going to relate about the groom. These should not be known by anyone in advance and should therefore be a surprise to everyone on the Big Day.


We’ve been here before


If it is a second or subsequent marriage, it is perfectly acceptable for a speaker to make a passing reference to the fact, but never to dwell on it. However, if either or both of the couple have children from a previous relationship, it is important not to hurt the youngsters’ feelings.


The best advice in this situation is not to mention the ex-partner or relationship, but to make sure the children are not only mentioned, but also warmly welcomed into the new family. Children can easily recognise or perceive favouritism, so if there is more than one child involved, make sure each is welcomed equally enthusiastically. Roll out the red carpet for all of them.


Absent friends


It is common – though not universal – for the father of the bride to mention any people who were influential during his daughter’s formative years – or possibly during the groom’s – but who are unable to attend, perhaps because they live far away or because of illness. A potentially tricky situation arises when a close friend or family member is seriously ill or has recently died. Once again, it is perfectly acceptable to mention this, if you want to – and if you have agreed this in advance with those closest to the person concerned. Simply be tactful and respectful in what you say, before returning to the celebratory theme of your speech.


Alternatively, the groom could make this toast. This would be particularly appropriate if one or more of the couple’s parents is ill or has recently died. However, under other circumstances, most wedding etiquette experts agree that the age and maturity of the father of the bride gives him the gravitas necessary to make this sometimes necessarily sober and thoughtful toast.


Getting everyone’s names right


Make sure you get everyone’s names right. A father may be used to linking his daughter’s name with that of her sister or brother (‘Debbie, Ray, be quiet!’). At the reception it is therefore all too easy for him to marry his daughter off to the wrong person (‘I am delighted that Debbie and Ray have today tied the knot.’). Your family may find this faux pas amusing; the groom and his family may not be quite so sure. If you find you are making a similar error as you rehearse your speech, make sure you name the groom first.


Not embarrassing anyone


Your wedding speech is a time for celebration, and holding centre stage does not entitle you to hijack the proceedings. So don’t embarrass the bride or groom by mentioning old flames, and never use the opportunity to have a go at a former partner. If you can’t say anything nice, don’t say anything at all.


Getting the tone right


This is an important day for all concerned. People want and expect plenty of encouraging thoughts and heartening messages. Your speech should help provide them. It should have the following qualities.


Optimistic and congratulatory


This is not a time to share your personal woes, paint a gloomy picture of the present or offer dire predictions about the future. Every wedding speaker should be upbeat and positive in what they say. Even the most humorous best man’s roasting remarks should be sugared with sincere praise.


Heartfelt


Honesty is what they want. Convey your genuine feelings to the audience. The key word here is ‘genuine’. False heartiness, cheap sincerity and – worst of all – crocodile tears will be all too obvious to an audience. Clearly, the amount of emotion displayed must depend on the personality of the speaker and the relationship he or she has with the bride, the groom, or both of them.


If you want to convey your innermost feelings, but find this difficult, you could do so by expressing the thoughts of others. In other words, you could weave in a couple of meaningful quotations. However, remember that quotations are intended to promote smiles and nods rather than strong emotional reactions or helpless mirth. For that reason they should used sparingly: spread thinly, like caviar, not piled on liberally, like marmalade.


Quoting people can also sound pompous. Just give a couple of appropriate lines and do so in a very casual way, making it clear that you had to look it up, or giving the impression you’re not absolutely sure of your source:




I am reminded of the wise words of Jane Austen – reminded, I should say, by Linda, who looked them up last night …
Wasn’t it Karl Marx … or maybe it was Groucho Marx … who said …?





Enlivened with humour


Any speech will benefit from an injection of a little humour. You do not need to be a stand-up comedian, indeed you should not be. However, you should always allow the humorous side of your personality to shine through.


Everyone loves a good gag. If you can find a relevant joke you are onto a winner. It will relax the audience and you. Matching your choice of material to the nature of the guests is easy when the entire group know each other – and they all know the bride and groom. At a wedding reception, this is often not the case, so you must choose your jokes and one-liners with care. If you include unnecessary details or drag a story out, those not in the know will soon lose interest.


Let’s assume that only half the crowd knows that the bridegroom, Dave, has been known to take the occasional sickie. There is no need to bore the others with a long build-up. One simple gag will do the job:




Poor old Dave. Off sick again all last week … this time with a broken thermos flask.





Now everyone should find that amusing – with the possible exception of Dave – and his (soon-to-be ex-) boss, if present.



Not outstaying your welcome


You won’t make your speech immortal by making it everlasting. In the Bible, the story of the Creation is told in 400 words (that’s about three minutes) and the Ten Commandments are covered in less than 300.


If you are one of the ‘big three’ (or speaking on behalf of one of them), try to say everything you need to in around five to ten minutes. If you are an ‘additional’ speaker, it would be courteous not to risk stealing anyone’s thunder by speaking for longer than the main contributors. The exceptions to this ‘rule’ are a parent of the groom and the bride herself. Etiquette and common sense would certainly permit them to speak for about as about long as their counterparts, the father of the bride and the bridegroom.


Size does matter. And no speech can be entirely bad if it’s short enough. Don’t make the mistake of starting your speech at 1 o’clock sharp and ending it a 2 o’clock flat. Stand up to be seen; speak up to be heard; shut up to be appreciated.
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