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introduction

Chances are you’ll never have to toast the winner of the Nobel Peace Prize, the Swiss ambassador to the United States, or the latest inductee to the Football Hall of Fame. But in the course of daily life, there are plenty of personal occasions when you may wish to say a few words. You may be celebrating someone’s promotion, marking a colleague’s retirement, or praising the winner of the Teacher of the Year award. You may be the best man at a wedding, expected to toast the bride and groom, or you might find yourself raising a glass at your father’s milestone birthday celebration. At times like these, sincere words of admiration, affection, or acknowledgment touch honorees and audiences alike.

Although we love toasts, the prospect of delivering them can be daunting. You don’t want to bore people, speak in clichés, or sound like a dolt—and you needn’t. Armed with the tips and techniques that follow, you can find meaningful words for any occasion—intelligent, compelling tributes at business or professional events, caring and meaningful toasts at family gatherings and other social occasions. And as you will see, you don’t have to be an orator or stage star to do it. You just have to follow some easy guidelines and be yourself.

WHY TOAST?

A toast is the act of raising a glass and drinking in honor of someone or something, but it can also be a proposal to do so, or the speech given before taking such a drink. Since antiquity, toasting has been a way to express connection, friendship, and kinship. Its origins trace back to ancient religious ceremonies, when mortals used libations to offer thanks to the gods. Over time, the practice evolved into toasts to people. A toast became a way to wish someone good health or good fortune in an undertaking. The word toast comes from the Latin word tostus, meaning “a piece of bread.” Toasted over a flame, the bread was added to the wine, supposedly improving the taste.

Today, a toast represents a chance to do more than just voice good wishes, and there is more to it than is generally realized. A toast is a way to create ambience, making any event memorable; it also creates a bond between the honoree and the audience, loosening everyone up and serving as a great conversation starter. When we toast, we affirm others with sentiments that so often go unexpressed—love, respect, pride. People tend to bask in the glow of this attention.

A toast is special because it tends to be a public statement to the world at large. Raise a glass, say some words of recognition to an associate, or to the nephew who got accepted at medical school, and you speak volumes about your regard for him. At the same time, you also implicitly say something positive about yourself, because you made a gracious effort.

Toasting can also be a way to recognize friends for their understanding or loyalty, to thank customers for sending business your way, or to applaud employees for effort above and beyond. It needn’t be limited to formal occasions. Did you and your family spend a wonderful weekend at somebody’s country house? A toast at dinner might go, “We’ve had the best time, and you’ve been the perfect hosts. Thank you from all of us for your special hospitality. To Lynn and Walter.” An even shorter version might be, “Here’s to Lynn and Walter. We don’t want to go home!” Nothing fancy, but exactly what hosts want to hear.

But you don’t have to drink to recognize someone; in fact, on many occasions, drinking is not appropriate. A toast always involves raising a glass, usually includes words such as “To Ann and Victor,” and tends to be brief. A tribute, on the other hand, is a longer testimonial that provides details of someone’s admirable qualities or accomplishments. A tribute can be (and often is) included in a toast, as in the case of a twenty-fifth wedding anniversary. You will probably toast the couple, but you may also give a longer tribute to their relationship.

It’s also possible to connect and communicate with a more formal tribute that stands alone. You may, for example, be called upon to praise the guest of honor at a community or charity event, the recipient of an industry award, or the outgoing president of the PTA. On occasions like these, there won’t be any clinking of champagne glasses, but you can still make your remarks meaningful and heartfelt.

Whether professional or personal, whether carefully scripted or impromptu, toasts and tributes offer an opportunity to publicly recognize the people you care about and respect. Whatever the occasion, this book will help you to speak warm, meaningful words every time.





PART ONE
essential know-how




ONE
MEANINGFUL WORDS FOR THE 21ST CENTURY

 

My husband never had a real birthday party as a child; at best, someone stuck a candle in a cake. That’s why parties have always been important to him as an adult. It was not at all surprising, then, that Harvey decided to throw himself the ultimate celebration for a recent milestone birthday. Determined to make it a magical experience, he planned to hold the event in the Champagne region of France. Faxes flew back and forth to likely restaurant locations for months until he finally made his choice. Then he focused on selecting the perfect menu, not leaving a single detail to chance.

When the big day finally arrived, our family and friends gathered at the elegant restaurant Harvey had chosen. It was located in a turn-of-the-century mansion on a park-like estate, the sort of place seen only in your dreams or in the movies.

The evening began with champagne cocktails on a terrace overlooking sprawling lawns and plantings. We later adjourned to a private dining room fit for royalty, where hot and cold running waiters served a six-course meal, complete with appropriate wines. (Mais oui!)

Now, this fantastic setting would have made my husband’s party a special one in any case, but what made it truly unforgettable was the human element. Weeks earlier, I had asked attendees to arrive prepared to say a few words about him, humorous or otherwise. Before dessert, they rose one after another to honor him with a variety of toasts and tributes that he will always remember.

In an evening of laughter and love, this imaginative group extolled my husband’s virtues, tweaked his well-known foibles, and reminisced about their history together. Some people recalled how they first met him; others told work-related war stories. A business and personal friend said in praise, “Harvey is a valued adviser and I wouldn’t be nearly as effective without his counsel. He’s the firebrand; I’m the quiet guy. He makes working in the industry a pleasure.” Then, to top it off, one quartet harmonized a song to the tune of “Harrigan” that celebrated Harvey’s skills as an attorney:


H-a-r-v-e-y, 
That spells our friend, Harvey;
Proud of all accomplishments you’ve garnered,
Among your loving friends, you’re being honored.

Flo, Andrew, Jonathan, too,
You’re a marvelous crew.

You’ve got a name, legal fame;
Ever more is connected with
Harvey, that’s you!


In a joyous night that became a treasured memory, my husband—along with the rest of us—laughed and cried.

It’s no wonder that these songs and short speeches meant so much to my husband. He wanted to be remembered and appreciated on his birthday, as we all do.

It amazed him that so many people were willing to take the time and spend the money to join him, often reorganizing vacation plans to make it possible. “That alone made it memorable,” he recalls. “As anticipated, the meal was ‘to die for,’ but the toasts made by everyone were unforgettable, up to and including the childhood memories of my sons. There was nothing that I would change.”

Harvey adored being feted by close friends and family—and they loved participating in the event, too. Instead of freezing or growing self-conscious, everyone made an effort to say things that were personal, meaningful, and true. Allowing themselves to become a bit vulnerable, they reached within to express affection and admiration, emotions that frequently get swept aside in the course of our busy lives.

Of course, birthdays are just one of many social occasions that allow us to reaffirm ties with those we care about. As we’re increasingly squeezed for time to relax and be ourselves with people important to us, celebrations help us get back in touch with our humanity. They’re a chance to reinforce bonds that bring meaning to our lives and reconnect with who we are.

In your business and professional life, situations when you’re required to say a few words offer opportunities, too. The best toasts and tributes are about relationships. They create community and connections with customers, associates, employees, and others who have an impact on your career or work life. They raise your professional visibility, as well as the visibility of the person you’re toasting.

At such times, however, it’s natural to fear that you will sound foolish or will flounder about for words. It’s common to hear, “I hate giving toasts, because it’s always so embarrassing,” or, “When I have to give a toast, I never know what to say.” Indeed, your choice of words does say a lot about you, but never fear—it’s easy to find something significant to say when you have the right tools at your disposal.

There’s really nothing mysterious about good toasts or tributes. The best ones are customized to the individual and the event, not copied from generic models. What always works is simplicity, sincerity, and your own “take” on what’s going on. Your perspective is unique, and so are your personality and your relationship with the individual. We all know people in different ways, and others want to hear your observations.

The challenge is to cut through the anxiety and figure out what to say. Although it is true that some people are born speakers who always seem to have the right words at their fingertips, the rest of us need some help. It’s easy once you know what to do, though! Use this book to educate yourself and learn the skills to compose effective, powerful remarks. Tips, techniques, and illustrations will help you relax, trust what you know and feel, and resist the urge to censor yourself. They will inspire you, trigger ideas, and help you tap into your spontaneity in new ways.

This book is a tool you can always lean on. Pull it out for any occasion and trust it to lead you in the right direction.




End of sample
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