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The Welfare State

Every British citizen who is employed (or self —employed)
is obliged to pay a weekly contribution to the national insurance
and health schemes. An employer also makes a contribution for
each of his employees, and the Government too pays a certain
amount. This plan was brought into being in 1943. Its aim is
to prevent anyone from going without medical services, if he
needs them, however poor he may be; to ensure that a person
who is out of work shall receive a weekly sum of money to sub-
sist on; and to provide a small pens'ion for those who have
reached the age of retirement. Everyone can register with a
doctor of his choice and if he is ill he can consult the doctor
without having to pay for the doctor’ s services, although he
has to pay a small charge for medicines. The doctor may, if
necessary, send a patient to a specialist, or to a hospital; in
both cases treatment will be given without any fee being
payable. Those who wish may become private patients, paying
for their treatment, but they must still pay their contributions
to the national insurance and health schemes.

During illness the patient can draw a small amount every
week , to make up for his lost wages. Everyone who needs to
have his eyes seen to may go to a state-registered oculist and if

his sight is weak he can get spectacies from an optician at a
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much reduced price. For a small payment he may go to a den-
tist; if he needs false teeth, he can obtain dentures for less
than they would cost from a private dentist. Various other
medical appliances can be obtained in much the same way.

When a man is out of work,he may draw unemployment
benefit until he finds work again;this he will probably do by
going to a Job Centre(an office run by the State to help people
find jobs). If he is married, the allowance he receives will be
larger. Obviouly, the amount paid is comparatively small, for
the State does not want people to stop working in order to
draw a handsome sum of money for doing nothing!

When a man reaches the age of sixty-five, he may retire
from work and then he has the right to draw a State pension.
For women, the age of retirement is sixty.

Mothers-to-be and children receive special benefits such as
free milk or certain foodstuffs for which only a minimum
charge is made. The State pays to the mother a small weekly
sum for each child in a family. There is also an allowance for
funerals, for the State boasts that it looks after people ‘from
the cradle to the grave’ ! There are special benefits for certain
people, such as the blind and the handicapped.

The amount of money needed to operate these schemes is
enormous and a large part of the money comes not from the
contributions but from taxation.

Most people in Britain agree that there are still many im-
provements to be made in our national insurance and health
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schemes. but it is also true that they have become a social insti-
tution that the great majority of the population wishes to see
maintained.

It is this social insurance scheme, together with the Gov-
ernment’ s determination to see that there is full employment
(or as near as can be), that constitutes what we call the ‘Wel-

fare State’.
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Public Holidays

In England, Christmas Day and Good Friday have been
4



holidays (literally ‘Holy Days’ )for religious reasons since the
establishment of Christianity in this country. Christmas is cele-
brated on december 25, not Christmas Eve as in several other
European countries. The other public holidays (or ‘Bank Holi-
days’) are easter Monday, May Day (May 1st), the Spring
Bank Holiday (the last Monday in May), the Summer Bank
Holiday (the last Monday in August),December 26th (Boxing
Day), and New Year’s Day. The term ‘Bank Holiday’ goes
back to the Bank Holidays Act of 1871, which owes its name
to the fact that banks are closed on the days specified.

Boxing Day takes its name from the old custom of giving
employees or tradesmen (such as the milkman) an annual pre-
sent or ‘Christmas box” on that day. It has nothing to do with
the sport of ‘boxing’ ! If Christmas Day or Boxing Day falls at
the weekend, the weekday which follows December 25th and
26th becomes a Bank Holiday. !

. Easter Monday is generally regarded as an unofficial con-
secration of Spring. In many towns there are funfairs with
roundabouts, coconut-shies, switchbacks and other amuse-
ments. The fair on Hampstead Heath, in the north of Lon-
don, is particularly famous. Easter Monday used to be the day
on which the ladies would parade in the parks, wearing new
dresses and hats. Although this custom is dying out, the tradi-
tion still provides the ladies with a pretext for buying spring
clothes.

The August Bank Holiday is probably the most popular
5



one of the year, partly because it comes at a time when chil-
dren are not at school. Very many people try to make this a
long weekend, and go away to the seaside or the country (as
they may indeed have done at Easter or in Spring). The result
is that anyone who can manage to take a holiday at another
time would be well advised to do so,for the roads get congested
with traffic.

In recent years, there has been a good deal of talk of cre-
ating another Bank Holiday mid-way between Augdst and
Christmas, but nothing has yet been done. October would be a
good month, as the weather is often very agreeable then.
Many people would welcome an extra ‘Bank Holiday’ or two
as England has fewer than most Continental countries.

In Ireland, St Patrick’s Day (March 17th) is also a Bank
Holiday. St Patrick is the Patron Saint of Ireland. It is curious
that St George' s Day (April 23rd) is not a public holiday in
England,for St George is the Patron Saint of zngland, and in
addition that day is the anniversary of the birth of the most fa-
mous of Englishmen, William Shakespeare. However, the flag
of St George (a red cross on a white background) or the Union
Jack is flown on that day, particularly by churches of the
Church of England.

The public holidays in Scotland are New Year’s Day and
the second of Januare (the third, if the first or second of Jan-
uary is a Sunday) ,Good Friday, May Day and usually the first
Monday in August. There are local variations. New Year's
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Eve in Scotland is an occasion for much joyous and noisy cele-
bration. It is a Scottish tradition that the first person to cross
the threshold of your house on New Year’ s Day should be
dark-haired-such a person brings luck. In London, Scottish
people gather on the steps of St Paul’ s Cathedral and sing
‘Auld Lang Syne’ at midnight. There are also large crowds in
Piccadilly Circus and Trafalgar Square, and New Year's Eve is
a great occasion for parties and jollity.

When November 5th comes, many people feel that they
should give their dog a sedative, for some dogs get very ner-
vous when they hear loud bangs, and the evening of Guy
Fawkes Day is sure to be noisy if there are children living in
your neighbourhood in England.

November 5th is a day on which traditionally, children are
allowed, under proper supervision, to let off fireworks, to
make a bonfire and burn on it the figure of a ragged dummy
(a ‘guy’)made of old clothes, straw, and -if possible-one of
father’s oldest hats. Even the smaller children are allowed to
stay up until it is really dark, so that they can admire the rock-
ets that burst in the sky and send down a shower of many-
coloured sparks.

In the days before Guy fawkes Day, some children may be
seen going about the streets with their faces blackened, and
wearing some kind of disguise. Sometimes they have a little
cart or an old pram, and in it there is a ‘guy’ ;they ask the

passers-by to spare ‘a penny for the guy’. With the coppers
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they get,they buy fireworks.

The origin of this custom lies in the Gunpowder Plot
1605. ‘In that year King James I was on the throne. Harsh
measures had been taken against members of the Roman
Catholic faith and certain Catholics plotted to blow up the
Houses of Parliament on November 5th,when the King was to
open Parliament and when, of course, all the Members would
be present. The plotters had hired premises adjoining the
House of Lords, and had been able to obtain access to a vault
beneath the House. There,they had stored thirty-six barrels of
gunpowder, These were to be blown up, when the time came,
by a very brave, cool-headed man, Guy Fawkes. Unfortunate-
ly, according to the traditional account, the plot was discov-
ered when one of the plotters wrote to warn a relation. On
november 4th the vaults were searched, and Guy Fawkes was
found and arrested. It is said that he had been warned that the
plot had been discovered, but he gallantly persisted in his pur-
pose, hoping against hope that he mignt be favoured by chance
and be able to rid his country of men whom he considered evil.
He was condemned to be hanged,along with others of his fel-
low-conspirators. He met his death with great fortitude.

It is the failure of this man, who was staunch in his faith
though perhaps misguided in actions, that is perpetuated by
the children’s fireworks of November 5th. It is a poor tribute
to Fawkes’ s courage that his Christian name, Guy, was long
used in English to denote a person who is a figure of fun chiefly
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because of his odd dress.
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THE HAUNTED MAN

BY GARY SMITH

Slowly, so the bed wouldn’ t creak, the millionaire who
couldn’ t sleep rose and walked to the bookshelves. Tonight
Please let it hap pen tonight.

He turned on the lamp. His eyes moved past the two
framed rectangles on the wall-his college diploma, his teaching
certificate-and fell upon a book. His thumb riffled its pages.
Don't force it. Just stay calm and let the words come in.

How long would he have to play this game? All his life?
He lay back down in bed and looked at his wife, Kathy. No
one else knew his secret. Not his two children, not his friends.
Not his old college professors, not the high-school students he’
d taught for 18 years, not the business associates in his multi-
million-dollar real-estate company in Southern California. Only
Kathy knew.

They would take everything if they found out - the diplo-
ma and teaching certificate, the apartment complexes and
shopping centers and rental properties, the luxury car and the
big house overlooking the ocean. So he could play the part,
trick them all. But at midnight, the moment of truth, the mil-
lionaire stood alone in his pajamas with a book in his hands. He
knew what night sweat could do to a man.
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