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Part One
British Culture







1. Who Are the British?

Although the United Kingdom!® covers only a small area of the
earth’s surface, it represents people of many different origins and
cultures. Yet all of them are British. Indeed, it would be difficult
to find anyone in modern Britain who could say with certainty that
his ancestors had not come to the British Isles’ from somewhere
else. Who, then, are today’s Britons® and what kind of people are
they? v

The history of human habitation and settlement in Britain goes
back to the Stone Age hunters and gatherers* who arrived from the
European continent about 10 000 years ago. The Neolithic peoples®
who followed them were settled agriculturalists who kept domestic
animals and knew how to make simple pottery. Around 2000 BC
these Stone Age people started to erect huge monuments, or
henges, of giant rock slabs, possibly for religidus purposes. Work
on the henges continued intermittently into the Bronze Age®, until
about 1500 BC. The most imposing and mysterious of these ancient
monuments is Stonehenge’, on windswept Salisbury plain in south-
west England. 4

Easy communication between the islands and the continental
mainland must have existed and, from earliest times, this encour-
aged migration. By the end of the Bronze Age, around 700 BC,
Celtic peoples® had arrived from north—w_estern Europe bringing

3




with them a revolutionary new skill: iron-working. Celts continued
to come and settle in Britain for about 500 years and, by the time
the Romans first landed in 55 BC®, the Celtic culture was well es-
tablished. The ecarliest written records of Britian’s inhabitants come
from the Romans who eventually conquered the various Celtic king-
doms then flourishing in England, Wales and the Scottish Low-

lands.

The Scots

The Scots, particularly the Highlanders from the mountainous’

north, try to maintain their sepatate identity'®. Like the Welsh,
they object to being called ‘English’. Their earliest known ancestors
were the Picts! and the Celts and the Gaelic language, still spoken
in remote parts, comes from the ancient language of the Celtic
tribes. . ' '

The Scottish Highlander considers himself the ‘true’ Scot and
he wears his national dress, the kilt, with pride. Kilts, pleated
skirts made of material with a squared , coloured design called a tar-
tan, probably derive from the costume of the Roman conquerors.
Each Scottish clan (a Gaelic word for ‘tribe’ or ‘family’) has its own
tattan with specific colours and design and only members of that
clan are entitled to wear it. There are tartans for all the famous
Scottish names'? like Campbell, MacLeod, Fraser, Gordon, Stuart
and Macdonald ( ‘Mac’ or ‘Mc¢’ , found in many Scottish names,
means ‘son of”). '

The Highlanders are a proud, independent and hardy people

who mainly live by farming sheep in the mountain areas; others, on -

the coasts and islands, are fishermen. But most Scots are Lowlan-
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ders, concentrated in the densely-populated towns and cities of
southern Scotland. These urban areas are heavily industrialized,
with coal-mining, iron, steel, ship-building and textiles. Since the
mid-1800s, there has been a constant flow of young men from the
Highlands and country districts to Lowland industrial centres where
work opportunities are greater. In the last few years, however, the
reverse has taken place: there has been a migration of labour back
to the north-eastern coastal areas to well-paid jobs in the North Sea
oil industry.

The Scots have a reputation for being inventive, hardworking,
serious-minded and cautious with money. In the past, they were pi-
oneer settlers and empire builders®® in places like America, Canada,
Australia, South Africa and New Zealand. They have also provided
the British Army with some of its most famous regiments. Over the
centuries, enemy troops have often been terrified at the sight and
sound of Highlanders in kilts marching into battle accompanied by
the blood-curdling music of the bagpipes'. Some even nicknamed
the Scottish soldiers ‘devils in skirts’ and ‘ladies from hell’.

Since the 1960s there has been considerable scottish nationalist
agitation for a separate parliament or assembly which would give the
Scots a greater say in the planning and running of their own affairs.

_In response, the British government held a referendum in Scotland
at the beginning of 1979 to find out if the people really wanted their
own assembly. The government promised that if 40 per cent of
Scots eligible to vote did so, and if 60 per cent or more of that vote
was in favour of a separate Scottish assembly, then such an assem-
bly would be set up.  But results showed less than 40 per cent in
favour so no further action was taken.

Apart from their very distinctive national dress the Scots can
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be recognized by their particular style of speech and accent. Also,
their vocabulary contains many words and expressions, often of an-
cient origin, which are unique to Scotland. Remember that théy
like to be called ‘Scots’ or ‘Scottish’ and not ‘Scotch’. Scotch refers
to the most famous of Scottish exports, whisky: the word ‘whisky’
is derived from the Gaelic and means ‘water of life’. The history and
atmosphere of Scotland as well as the character of its people have |
been expertly portrayed by such famous Scottish writers as Robert
Burns (1759 — 96). Sir Walter Scott (1771 — 1832) and ‘Robert
Louis Stevenson (1850—94)'. -

The Welsh

The Welsh have been united with England since the 1535 Act
of Union'®, but they are still very conscious of their separate Celtic
heritage. Although the number of people who actually speak the
Welsh language is declining (only 20 per cent in 1980), cultural
pride in Wales is very strong. The Welsh are famous for their love
of music and poetry and they have developed choral singing to a na-
tional art. They also have a great feeling for the music of words: "’
examples of their outstanding skill with language are found in the
poetry of Dylan Thomas (1914 —53)' and in the political speeches
of David Lloyd George (1863—1945)". ‘

Officially Welsh (an ancient Celtic language, but different to
Gaelic) has equal status with English in Wales, but in practice it is
a minority language. The Welsh National Party, which has mem-
bers in the Westminster parliament®, together with various pres-
sure groups? want more Welsh language and culture in schools, the
' media and in public life generall);. But in spite of such nationalist
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- tendencies, when the people of Wales voted in 1979 on the question
of a separate Welsh assembly, very few were in favour. So, as in
Scotland, the matter was dropped.

The Welsh, like the Scots, fall into two groups: those —most-
ly sheep farmers — from the mountainous regions of the centre and
north; and those (two-thirds of the population) who live and work

. in the highly industrialized south where coal mining and steel manu-
facture are the main economic activities. At the beginning of this
century, the South Wales .coal fields were notorious for their low
wages and appalling working and living conditions. But in 1946,
the coal industry was nationalized ; the mines were then modernized
and conditions were improved. Today, the miners of South Wales
are among the i)ighest—paid workers in Britain. '

From the hard-working lives of these people, two very differ-
ent passions have emerged: rugby football?? and choral singing. The
occasion when the two come together most effectively is any inter-
national rugby match involving Wales?. Before the match starts, it
is traditional for the crowd of Welsh supporters to sing — always.in
perfect- harmony — ‘Land of My Fathers’, an old song that has al-
most become a national anthem for Wales. |

Every year there are many festivals of music and verse in
Wales. The most famous is the National Eisteddfod (the Welsh
word for ‘sitting’) which takes place each August and lasts for
about a week. The highlight of the Eisteddfod is a competition for
the best epic poem about Wales written and read in Welsh; the win-
ner is crowned Bard?, considered the supreme honour in Wales.

A Welshman can often be recognized by his name: it might be
Jones, Williams, Thomas, Evans, Lloyd, Llewellyn, or begin
with ‘P’ like Pritchard, Probert or Pryse (these are cqntractions of
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Ap Richard, Ap Robert and Ap Rys; ‘ap’ is Welsh for ‘son of’). - -

The Welsh are also easily identified- by the soft lilting, almost
singing , way in which they speak English. Welsh life, attitude and
character have been vividly illustrated in the works of such writers
as Dylan Thomas, Gwyn Thomas (born 1913) and Richard
Llewellyn (born 1907)%.

The Irish

The Irish, a mainly Celtic people, have maintained their an--
cient Gaelic language but English is spoken by everyone. Like the
Welsh, they have a rich literary heritage which is apparent in their
love of words. Many great names of English literature were, in
fact, Irish or had an Irish background, like Jonathan Swift (1667 —
1745), Oscar Wilde (1854 — 1900) and George Bernard Shaw
(1856—1950). Writers and playwrights like John Millington Synge
(1871 — 1909), James Joyce (1882 — 1941) and Sean OCasey
(1880 — 1964)% have given deep insights into the Irish character -
and portrayed their fellow countrymen as introspective dreamers and
poets, as well as argumentative and aggressive — especially after a
drinking session.

To understand the present situation in Northern Ireland (Ul-
ster)?’ a basic knowledge of the island’s long and violent history is
essential. The whole of Ireland was colonizéd by England in 1169
and from that time onwards there were constant uprisings. The sit-
uation worsened in the sixteenth century when the Irish refused to
accept the Protestant Reformation?; they remained stubbornly true
to their Catholic faith despite many cruel persecutions by the Eng-
lish. A hundred years later Oliver Cromwell?®, Lord Protector of
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Britain after the execution of King Charles I*°, crushed various re-
bellions in Ireland, and settled English and Scottish Protestants
there by giving them land. The main duty of the new immigrants
was to put down any anti-British revolt by the native Irish. Eventu-
ally these Protestant settlers became a powerful force in the country
although numerically they formed a minority, except in the six
counties of Ulster. .

Ireland was then an agricultural society (and, in the main, still
is). The people’s livelihood depended on what they could grow,
which was often totally inadequate, and by the middle of the nine-
teenth century famine conditions prevailed. The desperate state of
the economy caused many Irish people to emigrate, particularly to
the United States of America. Between 1840 and 1900 the Irish

population dropped from 8..5 million to 4. 5 million. Those who re-:

mained ‘soon began to' demand some kind of autonomy and Irish
members of the Westminster parliament, like Charles Stewart Par-

nell®!, called persistently for ‘home rule’ — control of internal af-

fairs by an assembly in Dublin®2. The home rule question led to even -

more disturbances and riots as the Ulster Protestants (60.per cent of
the population in that area) feared that an autonomous Ireland
would be dominated by Catholics.

Eventually, in 1922, Ireland was partitioned. The 26 counties
of southern Ireland became the Irish Free State, later re-named the
Republic of Eire. The six counties of Ulster, in t‘he' north, re-
mained part of the United Kingdom with their own parliament ,
Stormont, responsible for internal affairs.

Between the two World Wars, Ulster developed a prosperous
industrial economy and many southern Irish moved to the north to
find jobs and a higher standard of living. After the Second World
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War the migration continued and within towns and cities specific
Catholic districts developed. Because of an agreement between the
United Kingdom and Eire, the newcomers were not treated as for-
eigners or aliens and were entitled to all the benefits of the British
Welfare State; unemployment pay. family allowance, free educa-
tion (including university education), free medical treatment, re-
tirement pension, etc. ; these advantages were not available in Eire.
But despite the large numbers of Gatholic Irish now in the north,
the Protestants maintained an exclusive hold on all areas of life.
The Ulster Unionists, the ruling Protestant party, had complete
control of Stormont, local councils, the police force and . all public
services. They did this by making sure that no Catholic—no matter
how well qualified or how long resident in Ulster—could obtain a
job in any public service’; on all application forms, candidates were
required to state their religion. Also, it is quite easy to distinguish
the Catholic Irish by their names: those beginning with ‘Mac’ or
‘Mc’ like the highland Scots, or with ‘Mul’, ‘Mil’ or ‘O’ as in
Mc-Manamee, Macnamara, Muldoon, Milligan, OQ’Connor and
O’Sullivan; and also names of Celtic origin like Flynn, Connolly,
Kennedy and Nolan. Protestant names are usually indistinguishable
from those of the English and Lowland Scots.

The Catholics complained of discrimination against them in em-
ployment, education, housing and voting rights. On 12 August
1969, the resentment caused by this lack of civil rights flared into
violence on the streets of Belfast and Londonderry. The date, 12
August, was significant. Each year on that day Protestants com-
memorate the Battle of the Boyne in 1969 when the Protestant King
William I (William of (')ramge)33 crushed a Catholic rebellion in
Londonderry. The Orange_'Day celebrations® — noisy marches with
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drums beating and flags waving and the Protestant marchers wear-
ing the colours of the ‘Orange Order™ — were alwa.ys aggressively
provocative and in 1969 fighting broke out between Protestant
marchers and Catholic bystanders. Acts of violence have continued
on both sides ever since, although reforms have now been intro-
duced.

Violence on the Catholic side is encouraged and carried out by
the Irish Republican Army (IRA) with its terrorist wing, the Pro-
visional IRA®. The IRA, illegal in both Eire and Ulster, is fanati-
cally dedicated to the unification of all Ireland as one country under
one govérnment; Ulster, of course, would belong to the new Ire-
land and no lbnger be a part of the United Kingdom. To draw at-
tention to their cause,to destroy existing social and political struc-
tures and to break down law and order, the IRA activists launched
‘a campaign of savage shootings, brutal murders and indiscriminate
bombings in Northerm Ireland. From time to time IRA violence —
mostly bombs — has spread to other parts of Britain, particularly
London. .

For their part, the Ulster Unionists, or Loyalists®’, are equally
fanatical. They insist they remain part of Britain and refuse to ac-
cept any reform that might make way for Catholic pérticipation in

political and public life in the province. Loyalist extremists, partly

in retaliation for IRA brutality and partly to emphasize their de- '

mands, also carry out murders and other terrorist activities.

In the meantime, responsibility for NorthgrE eeland Hesomistem
the central government in Westminster (Storiifit was diséchred=igh:
streets of Ulster, trying to keep the hostile pdutations abart vet:be-’

coming targets for bullets and bombs themselges,



