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1. Your Complete Guide to Being Best Man

As you face the terror of the realisation that you have agreed to be best man at a friend’s wedding, you wonder where you will find all the answers to your questions, and the help to do a great job. The answer is: in this book. This chapter sets out to reassure you, and gives you the background to many of the customs and rituals of western weddings.

2. Myths and Legends

Not only myths and legends concerning weddings, but superstitions too! Why do grooms carry their brides over the threshold? Why do women propose on Leap Year day? What’s the role of flowers in foretelling the future? Why do children tie the churchyard gate shut? What’s the origin of the wedding day races? And what about such quaint customs as bundling and throwing the stocking. It’s all explained in this chapter.

3. Duties of the Best Man

Before you go much further, you’ll want to know what’s expected of you, and why your role is so important to the success of the wedding day. This chapter gives you a checklist of your responsibilities, and helps you realise why the groom will depend so heavily on you. This will help you understand how to be a cracking master of ceremonies and make a superb impression. The speech comes next.

4. Planning Your Speech

Probably the greatest cause for concern is the best man’s speech. It may be a short interlude in your life, but it is a pivotal one that needs careful planning. Here’s your essential guide to researching the material for your speech – whom to talk to, what to ask, what kind of props you might gather to make your speech memorable.

5. Preparation

You are going to get a lot of good advice in this book. Here you’ll get reassurance about what you already know, plus ten key points to form a framework in your mind for the things you’ll have to do as best man. This chapter is like the foundation of the edifice of activities that will grow as you approach the wedding day.

6. Writing the Speech in Eight Steps

Starting with your ten key points, this chapter gives you the simplest and easiest route to getting your speech together. The process it describes is ideal for preparing any speech or presentation, whether for a social occasion or for business. It will remove the stress of starting with a blank sheet of paper, and guide you to arriving at a speech that others will want to hear.

7. Things to Avoid

Everyone wants you to succeed, and so do you. It is important not to let yourself down by saying or doing the wrong thing. This chapter reminds you of some of the pitfalls that await the unwary: topics and attitudes to avoid in your speech, guidance on rude jokes, and unacceptable language, and even words of warning about the right way to conduct yourself. This is the Dutch Uncle slot.

8. The Big Day

This chapter brings together all the ideas, responsibilities and reminders you will need when the big day finally arrives. It summarises all that you need to know and remember, and helps you to prepare yourself in your mind.

9. Delivery

OK, you’ve researched and prepared your speech, sweated blood over writing a draft, and now it’s time to consider how to put it across. Should you bury your head in A4 pages and read the speech? How do you get your heart and shaking limbs under control? This chapter gives you a short cut to the speaking secrets of professional speakers, to help you sound better than you may have thought possible.

10. Anecdotes

Often you can pass on wisdom through stories, and this chapter offers you a range of anecdotes, some serious, some amusing, some just plain silly. Use them as they stand or adapt them to suit the occasion. Or read them just to put you in the mood, when you start to write your speech.

11. Jokes and Quotes

No book on the best man’s speech would be complete without a selection of quips and quotes. Most of them are one-liners, all of them are brief. These have been gathered from numerous sources. Some jokes are from real life, others have been adapted from jokes on the internet and elsewhere, while the quotable quotes have been selected for their relevance to weddings.

12. Traditional and Celebrity Sayings

Ireland has been a rich source of wisdom and paradox, and of sentimentality too. Celebrities, past and present, have also contributed to the treasure trove of aphorisms about relationships and marriage. They range from the openly cynical to the deeply lovelorn, and there will be something to fit the mood of your speech as well.

13. Sample Toasts: Beginnings, Middles and Endings

How did the custom of toasting begin? How to do it right? Find the answers in this chapter. Plus several beginnings, middles and endings, to let you mix and match. They are not only templates, but samples of mini speeches that will suit many occasions.

14. Mixed Marriages

Some mixed marriages do not follow the western pattern, and do not require a best man. They have therefore been excluded from this chapter, and from this book. However, even in informal marriages between people from different cultures, some sensitivity is called for. In this chapter you’ll find a couple of sample speeches for such occasions.

Sample Speech 1

This is the first of several full length speeches, to illustrate how to bring in stories about the groom’s early days, how he and his bride met, and your role in the mix.

Sample Speech 2

This sample speech focuses on the development of the relationship between the groom and the best man, giving an insight into the groom’s bachelor ways, and how, at last, he met his Waterloo.

Sample Speech 3

This is a speech for the wedding of a trader on the stock exchange, to provide an example of how to develop the background of a high-powered person. It concludes with a toast to the two families that are being brought together by the wedding.

Sample Speech 4

When the best man was a woman. This is the actual speech given by Evelyn Ryan when she was the best man. It may be rare but, increasingly, women are being awarded the role of best man. And why not?
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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.
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