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The Country and the People

Great Britain — England — Scotland — Wales — Northern Ireland —
Highland Zone — Lowland Zone — Climate and Weather — Factors Influencing
English Weather — May Day — Inland Water — People — Celts — Anglo-
Saxons — Immigrants — Official Language — Old English — Middle English —
Modern English — Religion — State Church — Free Church

To the west and off the European Continent, several thousands of islands exist on
the Continental Shelf. They are generally called the British Isles. Of all these isles,
the largest one is called Great Britain which, for the sake of convenience, is often
shortened to Britain. The name Great Britain was not applied to this large island
until the 18th century (1707) when the three kingdoms finally united under one king.
The island of Great Britain runs I}early 1, 000 kilometers from south to north and
extends, at the widest part, about 500 kilometers from west to east. Its area is some
230, 000 square kilometers. Still to the west of Great Britain is the second largest island
known as Ireland, which is politically divided into two parts, the Republic of Ireland
and Northern Ireland. The United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland
(U. K. ) is made up of Great Britain, Northern Ireland, and a number of smaller
islands around them. The total area of the country is some 240, 000 square kilometers
with a population of about 59. 6 million (2001).

Great Britain is traditionally divided into three countries, or political regions:
England in the south, Scotland in the north, and Wales in the southwest. There are
still discernible differences between them for historical reasons. England is the largest
and most developed of all the three. Its area, about 130, 000 square kilometers, takes
up nearly 60% of the whole island. Its population is more than 50 million, which
makes up 85% of the country’s total population. The importance of England is so great
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e ' in Britain that some foreigners just say “England”
when they mean Britain, and they say the “English

‘\ e people” when they mean the British people.
o Scotland is the second largest both in area and
Hebrides - population. It has an area of about 78, 760 square
‘k g kilometers, less than 30% of the whole island, with a
® soomea fEE population of more than 5 million, less than one-tenth

; Dundee,

of the total population.
Wales is the smallest of the three both in area and

£ ii;&aén&ew
53}{"”%'5* . population. Its area, 20,700 square kilometers, makes
e of Man”
e up less than 9% while its population, about 2.7
IRELAND | 5 s
million, does not exceed 5% of the whole.
Wales * Bismingham . .
SO Ireland was an independent kingdom before the
L()MD()M“‘y

T }”“‘"‘;7». Anglo-Norman invaders came. Henry VIII (1491—
o e o 1547 ) was the first English king to conquer Ireland
pemmin, and force English law on the Irish people. Soon after
sl T the conquest, large numbers of Scottish immigrants
Map of the Four came in and established a colony in Ulster, another
Parts of UK name for Northern Ireland. The Irish people were
mostly Roman Catholics and they were opposed to the English occupation. In 1641, a
large-scale rebellion broke out in Ireland. The English Government put down the
rebellion and passed the Penal Law of 1690, which deprived the Irish Catholics of all
their legal rights. The Irish people continued to fight for independence. Their
successful struggle finally led to the establishment of the Republic of Ireland in 1927
within the British Commonwealth. In 1948 Ireland withdrew from the
Commonwealth and declared itself a republic. Since most of the immigrants from
Britain were Protestants, they refused to separate themselves from their home
country. They now hold the northeast corner, about 14, 000 square kilometers, of the
island and continue to keep it within the United Kingdom, making the kingdom known
as the United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland.

Northern Ireland has six counties and a population of one and a half million.
About one-third of them are Roman Catholics, who demand independence from Britain
that is dominated by Protestantism. The Irish Republican Army, composed of
radical Roman Catholics, is a military organization fighting for the independence of
Northern Ireland. It often resorts to terrorist campaigns of bombing, murdering, and
arson. The political wing of IRA is called Sinn Fein. The bloody sectarian fighting in
Northern Ireland prompted Britain and Ireland to reach an agreement known as the
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Downing Street Declaration. The agreement, upholding the principle of self-
determination, says that there can be no change in Northern Ireland’s place in the
United Kingdom without the consent of a majority within the province. In 1998, a new
accord was signed, under which Northern Ireland would establish a semi-autonomous
government.

Britain is an island country, with
its coastline running about 8, 000
kilometers. Great Britain’s coastline
is highly irregular, with many bays
and inlets that provide harbors and
shelters for ships and boats. The

western coast is characterized by cliffs
»‘A&?k‘lﬂw‘ ChsrbOUrg

and rocky headlands, especially CHANNEL ISLANDS o, | T
where the lands meet the sea in e T %
northwestern Scotland. On the gentle \y il

Brest o/ e g
southern and eastern coasts lie many ==y N e

sand or pebble beaches as well as tall
‘limestone or chalk cliffs, the most
famous of which are the White Cliffs of Dover in the southeast.

As an island country, Great Britain does not share a land border with any other
countries except the Republic of Ireland. To the north of the large island the seaway is
open and leads to the Arctic Ocean. Britain faces Holland, Germany, Denmark, and
Norway across the North Sea. To the southeast and across the English Channel is
France, and the channel, at the narrowest part, is only thirty-three kilometers in
width. Today England is linked with France by a tunnel known as the Channel
Tunnel, which runs underground beneath the English Channel. The tunnel, open to
traffic in 1994, was built by British and French private investors. The main tunnel is
50-km long at an average depth of 40 meters below the seabed. The trip through the
tunnel by train takes about 30 minutes. The tunnel has great symbolic importance as an
unbroken link between Britain and the European Continent. To the south of Britain are
Spain and Portugal, and America and Canada lie on the west corresponding side of the
Atlantic Ocean.

Britain suffered from geographic disadvantage in its development before the
religion of Christianity was introduced into the country. Christianity first appeared in
the Middle East. Jerusalem was subsequently once considered as the center of a flat
earth separated by the blue curtain of the sky from the paradise above. As a result,
Britain was thought to be on the dangerous “edge” of the world. The discovery of

Map of English Channel
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America by Columbus in 1492, consequently, released the British Isles from the
disadvantage because important sea routes from Europe to America ran across the
British Isles. This helped London to become one of the world’s most important

commercial centers.

Geographic Features

Leaving Ireland on one side, the island of Great Britain can be divided roughly

into two parts according to its geographical features: the Highland Zone in the north
and west and the Lowland Zone in the

! g K aphicM T .
| UNITED KINGDON | o i snggﬁ?& ’fﬁ" "% south and southeast. The dividing line
lowrrauus mouvtans| D Islands.  © Prime .
- i " Scotiand ',}“'Wn runs approximately from the southwest
£ 1 Fipjemess Qm« - to the northeast. The Highland Zone
< : & .
( ’ﬂiﬁfﬁs fdiebureh | may be subdivided into several smaller
C ety Glasgow/  Sunderiand geographic regions.
 Londonderry.\ ~ %/ UBied | A) The Highlands of Scotland
Beifast Carlisle? . Kingdory
2 Leed (UK Scotland is a mountainous country,
‘ggef)i o MECOS B . . . .
Dublin ¢ g M99, 1380 0c) with the Highlands of Scotland taking up
SR ) Gaglang. g, over half of the country. The highlands
e f Bn'mmgham ¥ Fens 5 . : .
Outora - PO include many great mountain chains in
. Colhie Wales » don
el ) Bristol -opdo ;
g S8 Lo b ThaBes o the northern part, with a general
Plymouth  Exeter POrtsmouth Fit downward tilt from west to east. Ben
R v bae 1anne:
4 % e . « . . . .
e gl ¢ ;?"f’;’jﬁ | Nevis, the highest mountain in Britain,

with an elevation of 1,300 meters,
stands in North Scotland. Generally speaking, the Highlands of Scotland is composed
of old mountains with rounded tops. These old mountains combine to make up a kind
of plateau, with an average elevation of between 600 and 900 meters. The soil in the
Highlands of Scotland is of the poor type which is not suitable for crops to grow. As a
result, a large part of this area is turned into grazing-land for developing animal
husbandry and is still sparsely populated.
B) The Central Lowlands ( Middle Valley) of Scotland
Lying to the south of the Highlands of Scotland is a great valley that forms the
Central Lowlands of Scotland, also known as the Middle Valley. The valley was once
a shallow arm of the sea which, as a result of natural processes, gradually became
swamps covered with forests, which finally became coal. Many of the British
coalfields are situated in this valley. As the most important economic region in
Scotland, the Middle Valley accommodates three-quarters of Scotland’s total
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population. Most of the industrial towns and cultivated farmland in Scotland are
situated in the Central Lowlands.
C) The Southern Uplands

The land on the southern side of the Central Lowlands of Scotland is known as the
Southern Uplands. The area includes some very old mountains with round tops;
therefore, the Southern Uplands present a scene of moorland country covered with
small trees and grass. On the west side of the Southern Uplands and along the shores of
the Irish Sea are stretches of low ground covered with smiling pastures.

D) The Pennines

The Pennines, in the northern part of England, include some old mountains that
make up a kind of plateau. Since these old mountain chains run about 120 kilometers
from south to north, they are also known as the Backbone of England. The highest
place is usually the west margin with a general dip towards the east, turning the eastern
side of the Pennines into a narrow plain bordering the North Sea. The bulk of the
Pennines is composed of moorland covered with small tress and tall grass.

E) The Lake District

The Lake District, well-known for its unique lakes, is situated on the western side
of the Pennines. The lakes here spread on the mountain slopes like the spokes of a
wheel from the central hub. Because if its beautiful lakes and misty hills, the area has
the finest scenery in Britain. The Lake District is also well-known in the history of
English literature because it was home to Lake Poets, a term often applied to three
English poets, Robert Southey (1774—1843), Samuel Taylor Coleridge (1772—
1834) and William Wordsworth (1770—1850). They used to live in the Lake District
and advocated romanticism in literary creation. Their poems were characterized by
reliance on an idealization of nature and freedom of expression.

F) The Welsh Massif

This massif practically embraces all the hill masses that lie to the west of the
middle part of England. Its southern part was once covered with swamp forests,
resulting in rich coal deposits. Today Wales is still a major producer of coal in
Britain.

The Lowland Zone is mainly composed of the southern and southeastern parts of
England. It is a V-shaped area. The southern end of the Pennines fits into the center of
the “V.,” The left arm of the “V” reaches Lancashire between the Pennines and the
Irish Sea while the right arm includes York on the eastern side of the Pennines,
corresponding to the plains of Lancaster on the west. These plains are mostly of rich

soil suitable for agriculture.



Climate and Weather

British people are sensitive to privacy and they don’t like to engage in small talk
of personal affairs, such as income and age, but they are fond of discussing the
weather. Sometimes they even argue heatedly over what the weather is going to be
like. Perhaps it is nothing more than a habit, but the habit has something to do with
the changeability of the English weather. Britain has a maritime climate and
changeable weather. Even the most reliable English weather experts find it hard to give
a correct and reliable weather forecast. Thus, British people like to join in discussions
of the weather whenever the chance presents itself. The discussion is mainly based on
experience and guesswork, but is interesting nevertheless.

Another characteristic of the English climate is its mild or “strange” temperature.
We call it “strange” because it is “incompatible” with the latitude of Britain. The
temperature in winter is “too high” and in summer “too low” if compared with
weather in other countries of the same latitude. Some English people argue that they
have no climate but, instead, have weather in England. Their argument is based on the
small differences between the seasons and the variability of the English weather.

In spite of its maritime climate, Britain still has discernible seasons. Broadly
speaking, the English summer consists of June, July and August. In summer the days
are long: the sun rises before 4: 00 a. m. and does not set until after 8: 00 p. m. , with
unusually long twilight. The temperature in summer is not very high, only about 20°C
most of the time, seldom over 32°C. Winter includes December, January and February,
" January being the coldest month of the year. Even in this coldest month, however, the
average temperature seldom dips below 3°C. Snow falls in winter but usually in tiny
flakes that cannot last long on the ground. Occasionally, there may be a heavy snow,
but that is very rare. As it is uncommon for the temperature to fall below freezing point,
some English people prefer to put water pipes on the outside of their buildings.

Autumn, consisting of September, October and November, is the season of
maturity and harvest in England. The crops that have been ripening all summer are ripe
and should be reaped. The leaves of many trees turn from green to rich brown and gold
before they start to fall. Autumn days are fine, warm and refreshing.

Spring in Britain includes March, April and May. It is the season of
reawakening. A lot of trees start to put forth leaves while countless birds return back
from their migration. Various flowers blossom once again to cover the ground with
beautiful colors. With the rise in temperature, farmers begin their spring sowing in the
fields which are often muddy because of abundant rainfall and small evaporation.
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Britain celebrates some popular festivals in spring, including Easter Day and
May Day. The English May Day, the first day of May, is an annual festival with a
long history. In the past, winter was a hard time for most people for the lack of warm
clothes food, and fresh vegetables. They felt very happy with the coming of a warm
spring because it would release them from confinement in their uncomfortable small
houses. On May Day, English people would pluck Mayflowers and green twigs,

_with which they could decorate their homes. Boys and girls, garlanded with flowers,
would dance round Maypoles set up in every parish. In the past, it was also the
custom for people to make bonfires and perform masques in the evening. The
celebration used to last the whole night until the next morning. Boys and girls were
especially fond of the May Day celebration because it provided a good chance for them
to talk with each other. It is almost like the Chinese festival of Pure Brightness.

The English weather is also characterized by abundant rainfall. The annual
average rainfall is about 1, 000 mm in most parts of England. What’s more, the rainfall
is distributed almost evenly through the twelve months of the year. Strictly speaking,
neither wet season nor dry season exists in England; instead, most of the rain comes
down in a drizzle, which takes a long time for so much rain to come down. As a
result, more than half of the days of the year are rainy days. In London, for example,
there are more than 160 rainy days each year while in the west part of the country rainy
days number more than two hundred. The famous English novel Jane Eyre, written
by Charlotte Bronte, actually begins with: “It was a cold winter. The wind had
brought dark clouds and heavy rain. ” The passage describes England as rainy even in
winter. In fact, endless rain is one of the reasons why English people tend to carry
umbrellas with them when going out.

It is common for people abroad to visualize the city of London shrouded in dense
fog. It is said that cars and people have to move slowly down the street of London
because of the poor visibility. It is true that England has a lot of fog, but the truth is
different from what foreigners imagine. In a large industrial city, such as London, the
old fog, or the smog, as it is called today, was the result of the excessive use of coal
and the humidity of the atmosphere. Today coal is no longer used for cooking or
heating in London, and the heat from houses tends to disperse the fog near ground
level. There are also strict regulations regarding pollution. Consequently, fog no
longer poses a serious problem for people in London.

Factors Influencing English Weather

England enjoys a moderate temperature with abundant rainfall throughout the
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year, but other countries sharing the same latitudes with England have quite different

climates. What are the factors that have a determinant influence on the English weather

and climate?

A) The shores of the British Isles, especially the western shores, are bathed by a
warm drift of water. It is called the North Atlantic Drift, which is a
continuation of the Gulf Stream originating in the Gulf of Mexico. Since no land
barrier prevents the flow of the warm drift, the British Isles almost lie within the

embrace of this large warm stream.

Factors Influencing British Climate ’ Winds in Britain and America

B) Except for certain periods in winter, the British Isles lie wholly within what has
long.been called the westerly wind belt. Generally speaking, the west wind is the
dominant wind in Britain. Coming from the Atlantic Ocean, the wind is mild and
moist.

C) There are numerous rivers and inlets in Britain. They allow the oceanic influences
to come inland easily. Other, less important factors contribute to the weather in

this part of the world as well.

Inland Water

As a result of ample rainfall and small evaporation, the problem for English farmers
is how to drain the surplus water from fields instead of ini'gation. During the early part
of this century, about 4. 3 million acres of land, some one-seventh of the land in
agricultural use, depended on artificial drainage for agricultural production. The English
government has to build drainage channels to deal with the problem of surplus water.

Since Britain has a moist climate with much rainfall, rivers and lakes are
numerous. Rivers in central and eastern Britain tend to flow slowly and steadily all year
long because they are fed by frequent rain. Many have been navigable, and from the
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