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INTRODUCTION


The British are a funny bunch. When we’re not queuing to pay our television licences or complaining about the weather forecast, we’re very good at remedying every conceivable tragedy in human experience – by putting the kettle on for a nice cup of tea.

At least, that’s the common understanding of us.

As it turns out, not that many of us would even call ourselves ‘British’. Around ten million so-called Brits are more likely to declare themselves Scottish, Welsh, or (Northern) Irish, with many having fought hard for the right to be recognised independently.

Yet clearly there is much that unites the sixty-two million people of the ninth largest and third most populated island on Earth. Whether you’re in the middle of one of the UK’s sixty-five urban centres, or in splendid isolation on one of our 6000 islands and islets – and no matter which of the 400 languages you speak – there are still things that remain inherently British: the proliferation and variety of flags (few of which ever get flown); the rich pageantry and histories encoded in our coats of arms (that few understand the meaning of); and our bank holidays (that not all of the banks observe).

Our cuisine may range from an elaborate, eight-hour-to-cook Sunday Roast to the instant gratification of Fish and Chips or Beans on Toast, but our most popular meal is a dish that finds its origins on the other side of the world.

The British people generally consider themselves to be dignified, straightforward, and proud of their reluctance to express emotions – but the rule-book goes out of the window the minute a ball, a queue-jumper, or an against-all-odds chance of a medal are involved.

Having played such a large part in the spread of civilisation over the Western world, and had a hand in so many of the sports and entertainments that have become a staple part of other cultures, we now seem lost and separate from them all. In relinquishing the Empire on which the sun never set, we’ve become a mystery to others.

This book is a need-to-know guide, as much for the British as for visitors to Britain, the perfect companion when wandering lonely through the clouds of British behaviour.

Together, we’ll explore the geographical oddities of the country, the bewildering beauty of its main language, and the emotions, sociology, and quiet eccentricities of its peoples.

From sandwiches to superiority, from hoodies to hooliganism, from cricket to condiments, and Coronation Street to class, this book will take you through the sometimes sarcastic, often poetic, generally polite, never boastful, but universally proud realm of all that’s British – its culture, its institutions, and its people …

… and how you can get the most from your dealings with all three!

(With apologies for anything we’ve missed out.)
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ALLOTMENTS

Many houses in Britain don’t have gardens big enough, or land suitable enough to grow fruit, vegetables, and herbs. It’s possible, however, to buy or (more normally) rent an allotment. Indeed, the National Society of Allotments and Leisure Gardeners Limited has been protecting, promoting, and preserving allotments since 1901.

Often found on the outskirts of towns or cities, a section of land will be run by the local council and be split up into equitably divided plots of land. Once gained, how you use your land and what you grow on it is up to you. Most people will invest in a shed to keep their tools, a kettle, cases of potato gin, and other necessities for sitting and watching the results of their hard work grow.

AMERICA

Britain’s relationship with America might be described as ‘special’, but only if by ‘special’ we mean ‘frequently dysfunctional’. Since the USA went its own way in 1776 the two nations have often found themselves in armed conflict, admittedly on the same side – but always on the USA’s terms. Extradition treaties make it relatively easy for UK citizens to be deported to stand trial in the US, but the arrangement is strictly one-way.

While many of the residents of the White House and Ten Downing Street have shared obvious ideological alignments (Roosevelt and Churchill in the 1940s) and even genuine mutual affection (Reagan and Thatcher in the 1980s) these bonds have been the obvious exceptions rather than the general rule.

Culturally, however, the bonds run deep. All Brits share a perverse delight in correcting Stateside mangling of the English language and a despair at the (relative) blandness of American music. American television generally fares better, though we’ve probably all had enough of Friends now.
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ANGEL OF THE NORTH

Located in the Tyneside town of Gateshead, Anthony Gormley’s 20-metre high, 54-metre wide, steel sculpture has had a huge impact since its unveiling in 1998. As far as public art goes, this is about as public as it gets – the Angel can be seen from the nearby motorway, as well as from East Coast trains bound for York and London to the south, and Newcastle and Edinburgh to the north.

Despite the to-be-expected controversy and questions surrounding its design and meaning, it has rapidly become an important landmark and totem for the region. Both its permanence and placement make it hugely accessible for anyone journeying by.
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The fact that the Angel was built in Hartlepool has also given the residents of that seaside town reason for particular pride. Before the Angel, Hartlepool was best known for charging a shipwrecked monkey with the offence of spying for the French during the Napoleonic wars. The monkey was found guilty and hanged.

ANNUS HORRIBILIS

The year 1992 saw the effective end of not one, but two royal marriages. Diana, Princess of Wales marked her departure from the centre stage of monarchy with a tell-all book, and Sarah Ferguson promptly followed suit with a paparazzi-photographed poolside romp with a Texan banker.

So, somewhat bemused, Her Majesty the Queen was already having a tough old time of it when one of her favourite homes, Windsor Castle, caught fire.

Four days later, during her recorded Christmas message at London’s Guildhall, she referred to her less than enjoyable year as her annus horribilis, and another Latin phrase was able to sneak its way into popular parlance.

ANTHEMS

Wherever they are heard, the Welsh, Scottish, and Northern Irish anthems – ‘Land of My Fathers’, ‘Flower of Scotland’, and ‘Londonderry Air’ respectively – are sung with passion and commitment.

Meanwhile, the British anthem ‘God Save the Queen’ will most commonly be sung sotto voce, in an apologetic, hesitant tone. This may be down to the fact that the English – whose anthem it effectively is – are less renowned for their singing than their Welsh, Scottish, or Northern Irish neighbours.

Perhaps many of them prefer to save their voices for more tuneful but equally patriotic ditties such as Elgar’s ‘Land of Hope and Glory’ or Blake’s ‘Jerusalem’, both of which already serve as unofficial anthems for the UK. Or perhaps those present – be they from Belfast, Glasgow, Cardiff, or London – are simply petrified that they will be expected to keep singing beyond the first verse. Less than a fraction of one per cent of the British population know the full lyrics of the second and third verses:



	O Lord, our God, arise,

	Thy choicest gifts in store,




	Scatter her enemies,

	On her be pleased to pour;




	And make them fall.

	Long may she reign:




	Confound their politics,

	May she defend our laws,




	Frustrate their knavish tricks,

	And ever give us cause




	On Thee our hopes we fix,

	To sing with heart and voice




	God save us all.

	God save the Queen.
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APOLOGIES


If the British could make anything other than queuing an international sport, then apologising would be it. Sadly, this does not mean the British are especially polite.

Most of Asia would top Britain’s medal haul in the Impeccable Manners Olympics, and just about everywhere else on the planet offers better customer service. But in terms of sheer volume of apologies, the British lead the field, with the English in particular devoted to the practice of over-apologising, usually for things beyond their control.

Across every part of Britain, ‘sorry’ seems to be the best way to start a sentence, usually when no apology is intended, viz. ‘SORRY, but would you mind moving that ...?’

‘APPROPRIATE’

The essentially meaningless adjective at the heart of the philosophy of Political Correctness.

In everyday usage, to be deemed ‘inappropriate’ (in dress, behaviour, or even opinion) is to have committed a cardinal sin. Ignorance of the unspoken rules decreeing what is ‘appropriate’ for a given situation is no defence, and disputing the grounds on which you’ve been subjectively judged is only likely to make matters worse, and to be considered ‘inappropriate’.

Increasingly though, many organisations are becoming more prescriptive as to what constitutes ‘inappropriate’. In 2009, a branch of Tesco in Cardiff effectively became the first supermarket in Britain to introduce a dress code for its customers. It put up notices stating that footwear was compulsory and prohibited shoppers from turning up in their nightwear.


ARCHITECTURE


The influence of the Romans lingers in the ruins of Hadrian’s Wall, the straightness of London’s Oxford Street, and the abundance of many (beautiful but now pointless) aqueducts.

However, most architectural histories of Great Britain see the Norman influence as the first important stage – possibly because of the number of stunning examples still to be seen today.

Below is a handy guide to the major styles in British architecture over the last thousand years…although when it comes to the last century, your own guess as to what’s going on is probably as good as anyone else’s.
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ARGENTINA

Two key factors have got in the way of Britain and Argentina exchanging Best Friends Forever bracelets:

• the sovereignty of the collection of 700 tiny South Atlantic islands known as the Falklands or Las Malvinas respectively;

• Maradona’s handball in the 1986 World Cup match against England.

Despite the enmity that clearly exists on a diplomatic level, Argentineans can expect a warm welcome from a vast majority of Brits should they visit the UK. This is mainly because Maradona’s blatant cheating was no doubt cheered throughout parts of Scotland, Wales, and Northern Ireland. But it did give English fans something to moan about, and they’re never happier than when they’re moaning about being cheated out of a victory.

ARGOS

Founded in 1973 and a notable survivor of every ensuing retail recession, Argos has built its success around a single book – its catalogue. Estimated to be found in two-thirds of British homes, the same catalogue (albeit in a heavily ring-bound and securely laminated form) is on display in every branch, in place of any actual products.

An odd hybrid of mail-order, internet, and department-store shopping, purchases are made electronically by order number (gained from the biblical catalogue); promptly dispatched by a hidden warren of warehouse staff; then finally collected by eagerly waiting customers.

Despite its permanence on the British high street, its work supporting a number of charities, and a steadfast refusal to be tempted to alter the core of its business model, Argos has never quite shaken off its downmarket associations.

As a result, a trip to a branch tends to be tolerated rather than enjoyed. Still, if you really, really need to buy a lawnmower, a set of carving knives, a two-man tent, and a footbath – and you only have fifteen minutes – you can do it in Argos.

ARGUING

British people tend not to argue. They disagree a lot. But the volume at which objections are raised means they rarely qualify as full-on rows.

British disagreeing also involves the use of as many placatory statements as possible, partly to avoid causing offence, and partly because both parties are usually as concerned with taking the moral high ground as they are with getting their point across.

‘Yes, I hear what you’re saying, and while that used to be the case, I think you’ll find that’s no longer true …’

‘Well, with all due respect, I think you’ll find that it is, in fact I’m certain.’

‘OK, well you might be right, but I’m pretty sure that it’s changed quite recently. I know I was surprised when I found out.’

‘Look, we’ve been friends a long time, and you know I’d never knowingly contradict you. I do totally understand where you’re coming from – but I really think you might be wrong on this …’

And so on.

As with many aspects of British behaviour, the rules all change once alcohol is involved.


‘ARSE’


The British word for the part of the body you sit down on is one of many mild profanities that serve a variety of useful functions. None is likely to get you into too much trouble – as long as it’s not used in formal surroundings.

As a noun, it stands in for idiot; as a verb – ‘arsing about’ – it suggests pointless or inept behaviour; and in its adjectival form – ‘An arsing bunch of idiots!’ – it’s a brief and damning critique.

Finally, on its own as an expletive, it provides any Brit with a more acceptable outcry than ‘shit’, and is most famously delivered in British culture by Father Jack from the hugely popular television programme Father Ted.

ASBO

Introduced in 1998, the Anti-Social Behaviour Order was designed to curb everyday illegality without having to clog up the judicial system. Noise pollution, drunken conduct, and fly tipping were three of the offences ASBOs were intended to tackle, but they have since been issued for everything from games of street football to unlicensed wheel clamping.

Penalties for recipients range from curfews and prohibitions on entering certain areas, to what clothes the ASBO-receiver may wear, or even what vocabulary he or she may use.

The ongoing rise has led to some recipients embracing ‘ASBO Culture’, where the issuing of an order is seen an inevitable consequence of their situation, or even a badge of honour.

A pitbull shot dead by police marksmen in Mitcham (south London) in 2008 after it attacked four people, had been named ASBO by its owner.

ASCOT (ROYAL)

For one week of every year, Her Majesty the Queen is spared the ordeal of state school visits and ceremonial openings of ball-bearing factories. Royal Ascot may not be the zenith of the flat-racing season for the sport’s true aficionados, but it is certainly the social centrepiece, with crowds of around 300,000 descending on the Berkshire racecourse.

A small proportion of these join the Royal Family in the Royal Enclosure, a VIP area designed to keep away disgruntled punters such as Dennis Collins – who was transported to Australia for throwing a rock at King William IV at the 1832 meeting.

The strict dress code expected within the enclosure has helped ensure the entire event is as famous for the fashion on display as for the equine activity, particularly on Ladies Day. But for at least one person, all of this is secondary – Her Majesty’s own horses have an outstanding record of winning at Ascot.

ASTON MARTIN

The most famous British motoring marque. The car’s fame has benefited mainly from links to James Bond (before he was played by an Englishman), Prince Charles (before he got all Green), and a fiercely proud tradition of automotive manufacture in the UK (when it still happened).

Aston Martin’s fortunes have in many ways mirrored those of the UK home-grown industry as a whole over the last fifty years – a general decline. However, its purchase by a UK-headed consortium in 2007, a new test centre at the world famous Nürburgring circuit, and a triumphant turn at the Le Mans Series Championship in 2009, all suggest the promise of a bright future.

AUTOMATICS

Cars in the UK are predominantly manual, rather than automatic. For anyone unused to a gearstick and clutch, the greatest challenge is likely to be starting the car on an incline – achieved by balancing the pressure held on the clutch and the accelerator pedals. To be able to do so successfully is often seen by the British as something to be proud, even boastful of.

As a result, automatic cars are held to be little better than fairground dodgem cars. Automatics are still readily available to buy – if you’re unable to summon the vast talent and expertise needed to master a manual gearbox.

AXMINSTER

A town in south-west England, the name is particularly famous for a brand of high-quality carpet that has been made there since the eighteenth century.

Now made all over the world, the name Axminster has become a more generic term for a carpet of superior quality. Custom designs and styles can still be ordered from the original company in Devon.
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BANK HOLIDAYS

The 1871 Bank Holidays Act awarded the British a series of paid days off work, many of which seem to have been chosen entirely at random.

Many, however, were chosen by very important people to coincide with big meetings in the village cricketing calendar.

While the English and the Welsh have accepted these ever since, the Northern Irish and Scots have understandably picked days that actually mean something to them to celebrate. And also managed somehow to wangle some extra time off into the bargain.

So, the Scots get less excited about Easter, but give themselves an extra day to recover after New Year. Both the Irish and the Scots take a day to celebrate their national saints, while the Welsh wave flowers and the English grumble about the April showers.

Moves to put the English and Welsh on the same par by giving them their Saint’s Day off have been promised. For the English, this would mean a day off to celebrate the legendary victory in combat of a Christian knight with a murky past over a fire-breathing creature that almost certainly never existed.



	New Years Day

	1 January




	2 January (Sc)

	 




	Saint David’s Day

	1 March*




	(Patron Saint of Wales)

	 




	Saint Patrick’s Day

	17 March




	(Patron Saint of Ireland) (NI)

	 




	Saint George’s Day

	23 April*




	(Patron Saint of England)

	 




	Good Friday

	Friday before Easter Monday,




	 

	between 22 March and 25 April




	Easter Monday

	between 22 March and 25 April




	Easter Tuesday (NI)

	between 22 March and 25 April




	Early May Bank Holiday

	first Monday in May




	Victoria Day (Sc)

	3rd Monday in May




	Spring Bank Holiday

	last Monday in May




	Orangeman’s Day (NI)

	on or after 12 July




	Summer Bank Holiday (Sc)

	first Monday in August




	Summer Bank Holiday

	last Monday in August




	(Eng, NI, Wa)

	 




	Remembrance Day

	11 November*




	Saint Andrew’s Day

	30 November




	(Patron Saint of Scotland) (Sc)

	 




	Christmas Day

	25 December




	Boxing Day

	26 December





* denotes a day of celebration, but not a bank or public holiday.

Although these days are known as Bank Holidays, many establishments and businesses stay open, and the greatest banking issue is likely to be cashpoints running out of notes.

Timing of the Easter weekend changes every year, but generally will fall on the first Sunday which follows the first full moon after 21 March. But not always.


BAKED BEANS (HEINZ)


Sold in Britain by the American company Heinz since the late nineteenth century, this is an essential and savoury part of the British diet. A traditional full English Breakfast will certainly include Baked Beans, and a lunch of them liberally served over buttered toast is still popular.

Although Heinz faces increasing competition – notably from Branston, another favourite British brand – it produces a staggering 1.5 million cans of beans every day.

‘BAR (CALLED TO THE)’

The most notable feature of British legality for most remains its attachment to the ancient past. Witness the archaic language in use; the age of the presiding judges; and the attire of those legal eagles ‘called to the bar’ – that is, qualified to participate in legal proceedings – at the highest courts in the land.

While it may seem odd to foreigners that these lawyers practise in flowing robes and funny little wigs, the somewhat arcane nature of their dress reflects a notable few survivals on the UK statute books. For example, laws which make it illegal to eat a mince pie on Christmas Day, to put a stamp on a letter upside down, or to die in the Houses of Parliament.

BBC

Founded in 1922, with a remit to ‘inform, educate, and entertain’, the British Broadcasting Corporation is unique among the world’s media empires. Or so it keeps telling anyone who’ll listen. Or watch.

Receiving the lion’s share of a licence fee charged to every household with a TV set, the BBC has never been short of money to spend on quality programmes, though changes to its funding seem imminent.

Rising competition, a falling audience share, and the means to watch programming without a TV have all tested the entire concept of the licence fee. Despite these tensions, elements of the Corporation’s work continue to set benchmarks that are aspired to the world over.

Meanwhile, the focus on improving audience share and incessant adverts for its own output has left many wondering just what the difference between the BBC and the rival commercial stations is anyway.
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