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Introduction

If you are looking at this book, you are probably in one of two situations:



•You have been asked to be the best man at a wedding, but before making up your mind about whether to say ‘yes’ or ‘no’, you want to know more about what is involved; or

•You have already agreed to be someone’s best man, but are now beginning to wonder what you have let yourself in for.



Whichever position you are in, this book can help you. It will take you step by step through the whole business of being a best man, from the moment you agree to take on the job, which is when your responsibilities begin, to the day after the wedding, when your responsibilities will be over. If you follow the guidance provided in this book, you will know:



•what you have to do

•how you should do it

•what problems might arise

•how to handle them if they do.



And that is all you need to know to be the perfect best man.



So relax. There is nothing about being a best man that you can’t handle. You’ve got plenty of time. Take the wedding preparations and organisation bit by bit, follow this book’s instructions and advice, and everything will be fine.

What is in this book?

In chapters one to three, you will find a brief overview of what is involved in being a best man, a description of the main qualities and skills a best man should have (and how to acquire them if you don’t already have them), and a discussion of reasons you might have for turning down an invitation to be a best man.

After that, the book takes you chapter by chapter through every stage of the wedding preparations, the wedding ceremony, and the wedding reception, from meeting the families and organising the stag party, through what to wear on the day, and on to how to write and deliver the best man’s speech.

Everything should be under control, but what if... ? With this in mind, there are in many chapters troubleshooting panels that give you guidance on how to plan for and deal with problems that might arise. If something does go wrong at a wedding, it is usually not the best man’s fault, but if you have worked out in advance what to do if any of these things do happen, you will be better able to handle the situation calmly.

At the end of the book you will find a Quick Quotes section providing some material for your best man’s speech, and four Quick Reference sections, covering: the duties of the best man and the ushers; a step-by-step wedding timetable of what to do as preparations progress; a set of useful checklists; and further sources of advice and information.

Nothing is left to chance, and nothing is left for you to think out or guess at for yourself. Everything you need is here.

The female ‘best man’



Throughout this book, it is assumed that the best man is male. This need not, however, be the case. It is not unknown nowadays for a female friend or relative to be invited to be the ‘best man’ (the ‘best woman’, or simply the ‘bridegroom’s attendant’) at a wedding. While for simplicity of style, the best man is always referred to in this book as ‘he’, almost everything that is said that applies to a male best man would apply equally well to a female best man. The only differences would be in what she should wear (and appropriate dress for a female best man is discussed in chapter six), and whether she should organise the stag party (see chapter nine).

Best men?

It is becoming increasingly common for there to be more than one best man, and there is nothing in marriage law or marriage etiquette to disallow it. In which case, it is up to the two (or more!) best men to discuss their roles with the groom and come to an agreement about who is to be responsible for what. (After all, only one best man can actually carry the ring – unless there are two rings – but the other best man could be one of the witnesses at the ceremony; and while probably only one best man should make a speech, the other one could act as master of ceremonies at the reception or read out the letters and cards from well-wishers. But see page 109 for alternative suggestions.)

Check with the church, etc.



Although there is nothing to disallow a female best man or two best men, it would be wise of the groom to check with the person who will be performing the marriage ceremony that they have no objection to this. You do not want it to be a subject of disagreement or disapproval (or a downright ban) either at the wedding rehearsal two or three days before the wedding, or on the day itself.

The perfect best man



Does the perfect best man actually exist? Perhaps; perhaps not. But if you follow the advice in this book, you will come so close to perfection that no one will notice or care about any minor imperfections.

Perfect Best Man tells you all you need to know about your duties and how to carry them out efficiently and effectively and, no less important, enjoyably.
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1Outline of the best man’s duties

In a nutshell, the best man’s principal duty is to help and advise the bridegroom during the period of preparation for the wedding and through the wedding day itself. He is the groom’s right-hand man, his Man Friday, his trouble-shooter and problem-solver.

But the best man’s duty is not solely to the bridegroom: he also owes it to the bride and to both families to see that everything runs smoothly before as well as on the day.



Have you ever been involved in a political campaign? A marketing campaign? A military campaign? Well, you could look on a wedding as a sort of ‘marriage campaign’.

What is the aim of the campaign? To see two people happily married and safely off on their honeymoon.

And who is the campaign manager? You are. The best man.




A little bit of history

It may seem a bit far-fetched to compare the duties of a best man to a military campaign, but actually, in times past (when it was not uncommon for men to raid castles, towns and villages to carry off their brides by force) the two things were not so very different.

In those days, the ‘best man’ would be the strongest of the would-be bridegroom’s friends or relatives, chosen not for his speech-making or party-organising abilities but for his trust-worthiness, prowess, and swordsmanship. His job would be to help fight off the girl’s family during the raid and to protect her and the bridegroom until they were safely married, often going so far as accompanying them up the aisle.

It is said that this is also the reason why the best man traditionally stands to the right of the bridegroom during the wedding ceremony: as protector of the bride and groom, he needed to keep his right hand, his sword hand, unobstructed and ready for action.





The best man may be the campaign manager but he does not, of course, have to organise everything himself – a good manager knows how to delegate and what to delegate (and if you don’t, this book will tell you). The size of the bride’s and groom’s families may also affect how much you as best man will have to deal with personally: some jobs may be taken off your hands and given to members of the family. This is something to discuss in the planning meetings you will have with the bride and groom.

The groom, the bride, and others have their own particular tasks to attend to, but as the best man and campaign manager, it will be up to you to see that everything is done as it should be, at the right time, and by the right person.

A wedding day should be a memorable day for all the right reasons, not the wrong ones. No one wants to look back on a wedding catastrophe.

Your job as best man is simply to do everything you can to avoid disaster and ensure success.

And the key to this is... preparation, preparation, preparation.

The key elements of the marriage campaign

Within the ‘marriage campaign’ there are three key events that particularly involve the best man (though not all marriages will necessarily involve all three):



•the marriage ceremony

•a wedding reception after the ceremony

•a stag party at some point before the ceremony.

The marriage ceremony

Obviously, no matter what else is planned for the wedding, there is going to be a wedding ceremony of some sort held somewhere. Here, you as best man will have two key duties:



•Your most important task in the whole marriage campaign will be to get yourself and the groom to the ceremony awake, sober, properly dressed, and on time.

•Your second most important task will be to get the wedding ring from the groom at some point before the ceremony, to keep it safe, and to produce it – without dropping it! – when required during the ceremony.



Succeed in these two tasks and you will be forgiven almost anything else; but fail in these responsibilities... well, you probably know the saying about hell having no fury like a woman scorned – and you will have the bride, the bride’s mother, and the bridegroom’s mother to answer to!

What other responsibilities you may have will depend to a great extent on the style and formality of the ceremony, and whether it is being held in a church or a registry office (or on the couple’s favourite beach, or halfway up a mountain). A small, informal registry office wedding will, of course, involve much less organisation than a large, formal church ceremony. (As for getting the wedding party and all the guests up a mountain, let’s just not go there now. Though with planning and preparation, it can be done.)

At the end of the wedding ceremony comes the signing of the marriage register. Two witnesses are legally required to sign this document, and you may be asked to be one of them.

Beyond that, you have little to do. If there are ushers at the wedding, as there probably will be at a church ceremony, they will act as your assistants, and it will be up to you to brief them on their duties. What these duties might be is covered in Quick Reference List 1 (page 125) and in chapters eight and thirteen.

The wedding reception

The wedding reception is sometimes known as the ‘wedding breakfast’ (though it is not normally held at breakfast time!). Again, your duties as best man will vary depending on the formality and size of the event. You may have very little to do at all by way of organisation and responsibilities, beyond one thing – the best man’s speech.

The best man’s speech at the reception is probably the most dreaded part of the best man’s duties, but it needn’t be. It doesn’t have to be a long speech, though there are certain things you do have to say in the speech (these are explained in chapter fifteen), and it doesn’t have to be brilliantly witty (though in the Quick Quotes appendix at the end of the book there are a few pages of amusing quotations and sayings that you could use if you need to).

The speech may not be all you are called upon to do at the reception. Again, depending on the size and formality of the event, you may be asked to announce the guests by name when they come into the reception and go to greet the receiving line (i.e. the bride and groom, and their parents). It is possible that the hotel/restaurant/caterer may provide someone to do this, but if the responsibility is given to you, don’t worry: you don’t have to know everyone by name – they tell you who they are and then you announce them.

Beyond that, it is your job (and it is useful if you have the assistance of the ushers or some friends you have recruited in advance) to keep things running smoothly by chatting to guests, making introductions, offering drinks around (unless there are serving staff to do this), helping people to their seats, and so on.

If the reception is followed by a party and dancing, it is part of your responsibility as best man to make sure that everyone is having a good time and that no one is left out. There should be no one sitting alone at a table, and no wallflowers. You cannot do this on your own – you should feel free to co-opt your friends and ushers for the task.

The stag party

There may or may not be a stag party – it is not actually obligatory. If there is, it may involve nothing more than you and the groom having a night out with a few friends (a meal, say, or a few drinks in a pub, and perhaps also a theatre show or a film).

On the other hand, stag parties nowadays often involve weekends or longer holidays away with a group of friends to any of the many towns or activity centres in the UK, on the continent, and even further afield, that now particularly cater for stag events. Such stag events away may include any of a wide range of activities, from paintballing to tank-driving to scuba-diving. Whatever is planned for your groom’s stag party, chapter nine takes you step by step through the planning and booking process (though the entire responsibility for organising and booking the event need not rest with the best man alone).

Still worried?

Does the responsibility of being a best man still seem daunting? It shouldn’t. Remember that although you will be the campaign manager, you will not be working alone.

Through the whole preparation period for the wedding, you (and the bridesmaid or matron of honour*, if there is one) will be discussing and planning the details of the event with the bride and groom and their families. They are the ones who have to make most of the decisions (your job is to make sure that they do so in good time, helped along by the occasional tactful question or piece of advice). You have to check, and check again, that everything that needs to be done has been done – but you don’t have to do everything yourself.

All the planning information you will need is provided for you in this book. Follow the guidelines and the timetables and add in or mark off the items on the checklists week by week and, as the wedding day comes nearer, day by day, and you can’t go wrong. Everything will be under control, and you will know for certain that it is.

And don’t forget that if you do need help, you can call on professionals as well as friends: registrars, ministers and vicars, dress-hire companies, travel agents, caterers – they are all there to help, and have a wealth of experience to call on. You don’t have to know everything – if in doubt just ask the experts.
 




2Have you got what it takes to be a best man?

Are there any special qualities and skills that a best man should have, and do you have them?

It has been said that the ideal best man should combine the best attributes of ‘a teacher, consultant, confessor, psychologist, manager, executive director, security guard, bodyguard, orator, diplomat, godfather and marriage guidance counsellor’.

How many of these do you think you’ve got? And if you don’t have them, what can you do about it? Well, let’s cut down that list a bit and consider the key qualities and skills that you might need as best man:



•reliability

•organisational ability

•wedding knowledge

•tact

•ability to deal with problems

•punctuality

•being at ease with strangers

•soberness.



We can add to these general qualities two particular skills that you might feel you would need at the reception:



•public-speaking skills

•an ability to dance.



Is panic rising? Are you worried that you have none of these skills, or not enough of them? Should you say ‘no’ after all? Well, let’s keep things in perspective. A best man is not expected to be Superman. And a good best man is simply a well-prepared best man. With preparation and planning, there is no reason why you should not manage all the best man’s responsibilities to everyone’s satisfaction. And enjoy yourself to boot.

So let’s look at these ‘perfect best man’ qualities and skills in more detail.

Reliability

Are you someone who can be relied on, or have you let others down in the past? Perhaps you are not good at saying ‘no’ and take on more jobs than you really have time to attend to properly. Or perhaps you take on jobs and then simply lose interest in them.

Only you can fix this. If you already have as many responsibilities as you can handle, you have to decide now where your priorities will lie over the next few months.

If you want to be best man, you have to be both determined and able to do all that is required of you. If you have too many other responsibilities that might prevent you from doing this, you have only two choices: drop some of these responsibilities (for the time being) or turn down the invitation to be best man.

And if you do say ‘yes’ now, don’t take on any further responsibilities until the wedding is over.

Organisational skills

As we have said, as best man you are going to be the manager of the marriage campaign. So ask yourself, are you a good organiser?

Perhaps you have run a campaign before, or organised an event of some sort. If so, you already know how well you coped. Some people are born organisers, and some aren’t. If you come into the former category, you are already over a major hurdle. But if you know that you aren’t a good organiser, or if you don’t know whether you are or not, you are going to need some help to see you through.

Don’t despair. That is what this book is for. It tells you exactly what needs to be done, and when, and by whom. All you have to do is use the information in the following chapters and the checklists in the Quick Reference section.

Wedding knowledge

Organisational ability is, of course, not enough on its own. As best man, you will also need to be well informed. You may need to give advice, answer questions, and solve problems. You will need to know what must be done, by whom, and by when, throughout the entire wedding preparation period, and on the wedding day itself. And you will need to know the format of the ceremony, and of the reception: that is, where you, the groom, and the other main participants should be, and what they should be doing, at any given time. Other people may forget things; your job will be to remind them.

Here again, this book, with its detailed chapter-by-chapter guidance, will tell you what you need to know, or at least most of what you need to know. Obviously, there may be particular details of the wedding you will be involved in that cannot be described here, but you will sort them out during the planning and preparation period, and with the guidance this book provides, you will be sure not to forget to ask all the necessary questions.

Tact and diplomacy

While the best man was once chosen for his ability to fight, now it is more important that the best man should be able to prevent fights and other unpleasantness. Throughout the preparation and planning period, disagreements may arise and tempers may get frayed. You and the bridesmaid may have to calm things down. And on the wedding day itself when people will perhaps be a little tense, and towards the end of the day when they might be getting tired, you may need to be a diplomat as well as a trouble-shooter. Are someone’s children being noisy and disruptive? Is there someone who has been drinking a little too much? Are there people who are clearly not getting on, to the point of being belligerent?

You may not have to sort out any of these problems on your own – all that may be required of you is to have a quiet word with someone else who can. The key here, as in so many of your duties as best man, is preparation: you should have found out in advance from the groom and the bride where any potential difficulties could arise, and have a plan to deal with them already in mind before the wedding day.

Ability to handle crises calmly

Most weddings pass off successfully, with no serious problems, and only a few, if any, minor hitches. But of course there are any number of things that could go wrong, and you as best man will be the one who has to deal with them. So along with tact and diplomacy, a best man should be able to handle problems, even serious crises, quickly, calmly, and efficiently.

Are you confident in a crisis, or do you usually panic and go to pieces? You certainly can’t afford to lose your head when you are the best man, because people will be looking to you for leadership and decisive action.

Here again, the key is preparation. Plan ahead – if something did go wrong on the day, what would you do about it? And who could you call on, if necessary, to help you? Read the troubleshooting panels, follow their suggestions as they might apply to ‘your’ wedding, and you will have no reason to worry about wedding disasters.

Punctuality

Are you the sort of person people might say would be late for your own funeral? Well, this is one day when you just cannot afford to be late for anything. In particular, it’s your job to get yourself and the groom to the wedding ceremony on time.

Planning is again the key. Make a timetable for the day (see the wedding timetable in the Quick Reference section), and keep to it.

If you are liable to sleep in, then have several very loud alarm clocks set to go off one after the other at two-minute intervals, book a telephone alarm call (call up the operator at your telephone service the day before the wedding), or get someone reliable to come and waken you – whatever it takes to get you up and about on time.

Sociability

How many people you will have to talk to on the day depends on how large the wedding is to be. Perhaps you already know everyone who will be there, and will feel totally at ease with them all. On the other hand, if you are to be best man at a large and formal ‘society’ wedding, you may be anxious about how to handle the social side of the day, talking to complete strangers without getting tongue-tied or making a fool of yourself.

There is one key thing to remember: you are the best man. The guests will want to talk to you. They will be interested in you. And they will be pleased and flattered if you show that you are interested in talking to them.

Some pre-wedding preparation will help too. Get to know from the bride and groom a little about the guests you don’t know, especially close family members. Looking at photographs may help, so that you know who the main guests are before you meet them. Find out where they live, what they do, what their interests are. Once you have a hook to hang a conversation on, chatting to people is easy.

Sobriety

Unless this is a teetotal wedding, it is more than likely that you will have a few drinks before the day is over. There is, of course, nothing wrong with that. But know when to stop. (This is just a matter of common sense.) Don’t forget that you have responsibilities throughout the day and evening, and an excessive intake of alcohol will be of no help in getting you through the best man’s speech.

Some people recommend that the groom and best man have a quiet drink together before the ceremony, to keep the groom calm. Again there is nothing wrong with that, so long as it is just one drink. It mustn’t get out of hand, and it is your job to see that it doesn’t.

And of course one mustn’t forget the stag night, if there is one. Here again, while you are out to enjoy yourself, you must remember that it is your responsibility to stay sober enough to get the groom home safely.

Oratorial skills

We have mentioned the best man’s speech several times now. But does the best man have to give a speech? Well, at least by tradition he does. There may be no speeches at an informal post-wedding meal, but as best man you will probably be expected to say something. And at a more formal reception you will certainly be expected to ‘perform’.

Are you willing to stand up and make a speech at the reception? It’s not as daunting a task as it might seem, and you needn’t be on your feet for very long, but if you feel it really would be beyond you, then other arrangements will have to be made. You could be the best man at the ceremony but have someone else – a member of the family or a close friend – make the speech in your place at the reception, but that would be rather unusual.

If you are worrying about making a speech, remember three things:



•A good speech is important but no one is expecting you to be a brilliant, polished, professional after-dinner speaker (unless, of course, you are!). Don’t try too hard to impress the other guests. Just be yourself.

•Your speech should probably not last more than four or five minutes. The time will pass very quickly when you are speaking, and you won’t need a lot of speech to fill five minutes (and part of the time is in any case taken up with reading out messages from well-wishers, which is traditionally the final part of the best man’s speech).

•You will be among friends, so just be relaxed about your speech. Everyone else will be. No one will be out to criticise you, unless you give them something to criticise – so avoid inappropriate remarks and jokes that some people might consider to be in poor taste.



If you are not an experienced and confident speaker, chapter fifteen explains how to write and deliver the best man’s speech, and the Quick Quotes will provide you with some material that you could use if you can’t think of anything suitable yourself.

Dancing skills

Once upon a time almost everyone could dance. Dancing classes were a part of a young person’s life, almost a rite of passage. But not any more.

So perhaps you can’t waltz or quickstep, but you know you may have to at the reception. What do you do? It’s all down to planning and preparation again.

First of all, find out straightaway what sort of reception is going to be organised. Will there be dancing, and if so, what sort of dancing? Are you going to have to waltz with the bride, the bride’s mother, the bridesmaid?

You won’t have to win any prizes for your dancing, but you should be able to get round the floor in time to the music and without tripping up, bumping into people, or standing on your partner’s feet. So make sure that you can. Set aside time over the next few months to learn the basics, and practise. Practise with your girlfriend, practise with your mother, practise with the bridesmaid (who will probably be your partner at some point in the evening). It’s worth the effort and it will add to your enjoyment on the night.




End of sample
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