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Customs and Traditions

A 515

When you think of British customs and traditions you might think of
stereotypical images like the Queen, soldiers in red tunics and bearskin hats,
William Shakespeare, afternoon tea, cricket and country houses. On the other
hand, you might think of manners and etiquette and rules for how to address
people politely or when to say ‘please’ and ‘thank you’. Academics and
people who are interested in politics and society might talk about the British
liberal tradition, the tradition of parliamentary democracy or the tradition of
‘fair play’. It is interesting that customs and traditions always have a positive
connotation when people appeal to them.

The words ‘ custom’ and °tradition’ always seem to go together and it is
often hard to prise their meanings apart. According to the Cambridge
International Dictionary of English, a custom is ‘a way of behaving or belief
which has been established for a long time. ’ A tradition, on the other hand, is
‘a belief, principle or way of acting which people in a particular society or
group have continued to follow for a long time. ’ @ The word ° tradition’ comes
from Latin and means ‘to pass down’, so traditions can be values and beliefs
that are passed down from generation to generation, sometimes by word of
mouth and sometimes through writing. Traditions are seen as being inherited
patterns of thought and behaviour that are handed down over the generations.
They can be beliefs, stories or social customs relating to the past and they imply
a sense of continuity and history.

People generally think that customs and traditions have existed in societies
since time immemorial — in other words, that they have always been there. In
this respect, they are often confused with culture, but if we look at these
concepts closely we will see that customs and traditions are not exactly the
same as culture. People often talk about the customary rules of behaviour that
govern our interactions with others and it could be said that customs are often
norms or practices that have been built up over time; for instance, driving on
the left is a British custom while giving red envelopes to newly-married couples
is a Chinese one. They can also be sets of religious customs and practices like
Christmas and Easter traditions in Britain or tomb sweeping and lighting joss

@ Cambridge International Dictionary of English (1995)
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sticks in temples in China. Culture, on the other hand, is slightly different. The
word comes from the Latin root, meaning ‘ to grow’ or ‘ to cultivate’. While it
can have a specific meaning to do with taste and appreciation of the arts and
humanities, it can mean in a more general sense the set of shared values,
attitudes, beliefs and practices that characterise a group of people. So we get
phrases like ‘ Chinese culture’, °‘ organisational culture’, °high culture’,
‘ street culture’ and so on. The difference is that culture is to do with the
present and customs and traditions are to do with the past and what is handed
down. So cultures are based on customs and traditions. Some people argue that
customs and traditions have always been with us while others argue that they
are more recent inventions designed to enforce the ideology of the rulers of a
particular group.

British customs and traditions are fascinating in their own right, but an
understanding of what they mean and how they originated is also important if
you really want to understand why British people behave in the way they do and
what makes them tick. It also helps to explain seemingly strange behaviour and
can help you to avoid culture bumps. In this sense, a broad understanding of
customs and traditions helps to build cross-cultural understanding.

This book, therefore, aims to give an overview of different aspects of
British customs and traditions which will be of interest to you as a Chinese
student. It will explain customs and traditions in their historical context and
give a modern-day interpretation of them from various points of view. The
customs and traditions covered are wide-ranging and cover England, Scotland,
Wales and Ireland. They include festivals and events that mark the seasons like
Whitsun, Harvest Festival and Beltane; Royal ceremonies like Trooping the
Colour and The Ceremony of the Garter; religious festivals like Easter and
Candlemas and sporting events like the FA Cup Final and horse racing.
Multicultural festivals like Ramadan, Diwali and the Notting Hill Carnival are
also covered and there are chapters on clothing and superstitions as well.
Language will be presented through a series of background introductions
followed by a humorous dialogue in which a Chinese student, Wang ( who also
appeared in this book’s sister volume, 50 Topics on British Society and Culture )
interacts with a British host family. There is also a language study section
which will highlight certain aspects of grammar and vocabulary.
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Chapter 1
British Superstitions

XERZERE

A superstition is an unreasonable and excessive belief in magic not based on
evidence or knowledge and commonly associated with notions of luck, prophesy and
the spirit world. All societies in the world have superstitions and some of them are
universal, especially when they are related to animals, numbers, food and certain
tabooed words. Atheists might believe that all religious practice is merely
superstition as well, especially when it involves prayers, charms, omens, miracles,
reincarnation and ghostly apparitions.

There are many superstitions in Britain which are more properly based on
folklore than on religion, though and some of these might have a perfectly rational
origin. The custom of saying “bless you” when someone sneezes, for instance, is
based on the proven link between sneezing and the spreading of infections. In the
15" Century, at the time of the Black Death, when people sneezed they were likely
to spread the plague and kill people — hence, “God bless you because you might
die”. Other superstitions seem less rational, for instance the blowing out of candles
on birthday cakes. The tradition says that you must blow out all the candles with
one sustained blow or you will have bad luck. This superstition seems less foolish
when you consider the very real fear that soldiers had in the trenches of the First
World War. Here, if three of them together lit their cigarettes from a single match at
night, it would give time for the enemy snipers to take aim on the light and kill the
last soldier. Because of this, they would always put the match out after the second light.

In Britain there are many superstitions surrounding good luck and bad luck. It is
also lucky to touch wood. Some people touch or knock on wood to make something
come true. A clover plant with four leaves, rather than three is lucky as well, as is
white heather. Hanging a horseshoe over the front door brings good luck, but the
horseshoe needs to be the right way up. The luck runs out of the horseshoe if it is
upside down. If you catch falling leaves in autumn you will have good luck. Every
leaf means a lucky month next year. Cut your hair when the is waxing and you will
also have good luck. Conversely, some things bring bad luck. It is unlucky to walk
under a ladder. Seven years will ensue if you break a mirror. In fact, the number
seven is related to bad and good luck, while the number thirteen is bad luck. Friday
13" is the unluckiest of days. It is unlucky to spill salt. If you do, you must throw it
over your shoulder to counteract the bad luck. It is also unlucky to open an umbrella
in doors. It is unlucky to pass someone on the stairs. Walking on the cracks in the
pavement is believed by children to summon up the devil.

Animals feature strongly in superstition. It is considered lucky if a black cat
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crosses your path ( although some people consider it sinister and linked to witches)
and black cats are featured on many greetings cards. An ancient British superstition
holds that if a child rides on a bear’s back it will be protected from whooping-cough.
In some parts of the UK meeting two or three ravens together is considered really
bad. It is said to bring bad luck if you see bats flying and hear their cries. In the
middle ages it was believed that witches were closely associated with bats. If a
sparrow enters a house it is an omen of death to one who lives there. In some areas
it is believed that to avoid ill luck any sparrow caught must be immediately killed
otherwise the person who caught it will die. In some areas it is believed that black
rabbits host the souls of human beings. White rabbits are said to be really witches
and some believe that saying “ white rabbit” on the first day of each month brings
luck. A common lucky charm is a rabbit’s foot, but not for the rabbit. It is thought
very unlucky to have the feathers of a peacock within the home or handle anything
made with them. This is because the eye shape on these feathers — the evil eye —
is associated with wickedness.
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Dialogue

Gang: Marie, when I was in a taxi today, the driver saw a magpie and said, “Good
moring Mr Magpie”. What’s that all about?

Marie: Oh. That’s the superstition about the number of magpies that forage together. There’s a
thyme that goes, “one for sorrow, two for joy, three for a girl and four for a boy...”

Greg: “...five for silver, six for gold, seven for a secret never to be told...” Yes, 1
remember that one. There are loads of superstitions that we kind of believe in even though
we know they are irrational. Like in the theatre, for instance, it’s bad luck to say “good
luck” to an actor before he goes on stage. Instead, you should say “break a leg”. To
whistle in the theatre is also bad luck and you should never use the name Macbeth when that
play is performed; instead, you should say, “The Scottish Play”. There are some more
modern superstitions called urban legends, though.

Marie: Yes. They’re sort of apocryphal stories — tales that might have a little bit of truth
but have become completely distorted in the telling of them over the years — like ‘ Chinese
whispers’. So there’s the story of the woman who was kidnapped and anaesthetised and
then woke up to find one of her kidneys had been removed, or the women who found the
dead mouse in a bottle of coke, or the serial killer hiding in the back of the car. All of
these stories have a mixture of horror, humour and fear and they are propagated widely.
Greg: A lot of these stories are actually morality tales told to children to make them
behave. If you see Grimm’s Fairy Tales, for instance, you’ll read stories like The Pied
Piper of Hamelin and The Boy Who Cried Wolf. These stories are supposed to frighten
children into listening to their parents’ advice and staying close to them. In Britain, for
instance, parents would traditionally frighten children into doing what they were told by
telling them that ‘the bogeyman’ would get them.

Marie: Yes. The bogeyman is a kind of monster who lives under the stairs or in a
cupboard and who will come and ‘get’ naughty children who won’t go to sleep. No
wonder so many kids are frightened of the dark. The Chinese are supposed to be very
superstitious, aren’t they, Gang?

Gang: Well, I suppose they are. I mean we have loads of superstitions surrounding the
numbers four and eight. Four is bad because it sounds like death and eight is good. So the
Olympics kicked off on 8/8/08 while people will pay a fortune for a mobile number with
lots of eights.

Greg: Why do some Chinese men have a long fingernail on their little finger? Every time
I've asked people about it they just laugh and get embarrassed.

Gang: Well, it's common across Asia in general — not just China. It’s supposed to ward
off the evil eye.

Marie: Is that something like feng shui?

Gang: Well, not really. Traditional geomancy in China is nothing like what it is here in
the West. It’s based on very practical considerations of comfort.
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Chapter 2

Twelfth Night (6™ jJanuary)
ERHHE (FHZH) A6

Epiphany, or Twelfth Night, is a festival that dates back to the Bible story of
the Three Kings, or the Magi — Gaspar, Balthazar and Melchior — who came to
visit the baby Jesus bringing gifts of gold, frankincense and myrrh. In many villages,
‘kings’ fires’ are still lit as a reminder of the fires that, according to legend, burned
that night in Bethlehem to hide the star from King Herod, who wanted to kill Jesus.
The festival marks the end of the twelve days of Christinas and was a last chance for
merry-making before all Christmas decorations had to be taken down because of an
ancient belief that tree-spirits lived in the holly and ivy used to decorate houses at
Christmas. Greenery was brought inside to protect the tree-spirits from harsh
winters but it was feared that failing to release them on this day would delay the
return of spring and lead to hardship.

The Yule log, lit on Christmas day, remained burning until Twelfth Night in
order to bring good fortune to the house for the coming year. Its charred remains
were kept, both to kindle the next year’s Yule log, as well as to protect the house
from fire and lightning. The period leading up to Twelfth Night was celebrated in
medieval times as the ‘ festival of fools’ , during which a lord of misrule’ presided
over mischief and wild antics. Practical jokes, included hiding live birds in empty
pies to startle guests, were common. In fact, there is a nursery rhyme which goes:

Sing a song of sixpence, a pocket full of rye,
Four and twenty blackbirds baked in a pie.

When the pie was opened the birds began to sing
“Wasn't that a dainty dish to set before the king?”

The word ‘ Epiphany’ means ‘to make known’, a revelation or a realisation in
Greek (Jesus revealing himself to the kings as a baby) and a Twelfth Night party is
used by the great Irish writer James, Joyce in his short story ‘ The Dead’ as the
vehicle for an emotional and psychological revelation that changes the hero of the
story forever. Twelfth Night itself was a traditional day for plays or ‘ mummings’,
and it is thought that Shakespeare’s play took its name from the fact that it was first
performed as part of Twelfth Night celebrations in1601.

The ‘Kings’ Cake’ is a kind of pie that is eaten on this day and a dried bean is
placed in it. Though the tfradition had religious origins, it has become a family
tradition during which everyone gathers together to cut the cake. Whoever finds the
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bean will be crowned king and will choose his queen. The first portion is always the
¢ poor man’s share’ , the ‘ share of God and the Virgin’ , and was marked out by the
youngest child of the family. There were also portions for those who were absent —
the son in the army, the relative aboard one of the king’s ships, the fisherman who
had been unable to return. The portion was stored until they came back. This was a
way of saying “ We were thinking about you. ” If it kept for a long time without
crumbling or going mouldy, it was seen as a good omen.

W 8 B B oW OB R OB E N R A BRI

EFREZRIMRET A, R—ATUREHRE (R2) ZAFZIE (REF=
FR) HRGEE, XFEFPRIH, CRFERABRTRL =GR EFLELL. LLF
Foik B ZMA M AEBRRP AR, BBEHL, FEITREAT T BGF LK I IRKE,
B E, ATRBEL, ANMAEBARBERTHENNTX, #E2MESRERLY
S CHIEIZ R MK, BREANFEZEEIAMATE, IATFTILAIHTRH
EFRYEARNE S, ALAHTHAZRESTRE — ML EOIL, RifF 23
EHART—AETZOHE, BAAMNMBERBELENEIRY AGIEMRAT A
B2, GRMEBFEIRATRPAHLZE PEANAR, B2 LECwREAAEZ
—RERHBEAREEARORE R T REAR,

FREMNFRTSRFBIR, REFERBINE TR, IRATHRFY
HEFRBL, BHUARLKRYE, —FTEHARIBRKRFHGEHRE, 5—F80A
RAFPEREABKBRM AL E P, AFe, AZEFHELZBIN, ANESER
“BATT, BXEHE, “AAZE” 2R RMBARAFFMGES, FEGOLXE
TG L TREAZLEGBHRMRZBRFRLYG, FEE, FHEFERZ XM

B—FAREHHE) KRG EE,

24 R BB EREGH,

F IR B B 89 B FFH3,

E KR E AL O E F Rl 65 —iE AP G ?

“Epiphany” ZANFEFBERE “AEk. BTRTH SEE (PR AL)ILeY
FRABOCBATFEZR/ L), AN ER2AREBN - FPHERGERKTE
(RE) P, EET AU ELLEBUABERBRACHAHRAN, MARETHEIHE
i, B LEETRZARNRARR AN BT, M—RELAAT L EGEER LA
(F+—A) RAEAXHA L1601l F4 L2 BZREH,

CZEBRH RAIZAAAG—FR, AMNCEBREIXE-BTROEL,
BRGEGEGIGFRZHNEL, RRAALCRARES %, EXABREALR
E—RWEHR, BEEHRIZRINZ IR AMTE, MATARBRGIE, WdH
D EEAREIHRE “BFANRE”, RARA “LERIZFHRR, BEFEEKR
AURERZIBZT -y, ANLELBREEGRT, BRAAEEPHILF. £8
IMREER. ARAREHE R, IRFLFEGH NI R, B—FHEE “KM
BEFLR” 5K, PREABERA TR —BHRAREAARILE, NEAAR

AEk,




Dialogue

Marie: Come on Gang. I want you to help me prepare the cakes for the Twelfth Night
party.

Gang: What’s Twelfth Night?

Marie: It’s the twelfth day of Christmas. You know the song, “on the twelfth day of
Christmas my true love gave to me...”

Gang: “Twelve drummers drumming”. We learned it in English class.

Marie: That’s right. I want you to help me bake a cake. Here. Butter, caster sugar, eggs,
brandy, plain flour, currents, raisins, sultanas, chopped nuts, almonds, glacé cherries,
cinnamon... and a dried bean.

Gang: What's that for?

Marie: It's to put in the cake. The person who finds it will be the Twelfth Night king.
Right, you need to grease and line a 12inch baking tin, look. Then, mix the butter and
sugar and stir in the beaten eggs and brandy. Right, you’re doing well now sift the flour
and cinnamon and fold it into the mix with the dried fruit and nuts. Now add the dried bean
to the mix. You're doing really well, Gang.

Gang: Hmmm... thanks.

Marie: Now, pour the mix into the tin and bake it for 3 hours at 180 degrees Celsius.
When it’s done, you’ll need to let it cool and remove it from the tin after 16 minutes.
Afterwards, you can decorate the cake with glacé cherries and glaze it with honey. Now...
let’s make a jam tart.

Gang: What’s that?

Marie: It's like a cake but different. You grease a baking tin, roll out some pastry made
from plain flour, milk and water. You don’t want it to rise. Line the tin with the pastry
and spoon in all the different jams you can find in the cupboard — strawberry, blackberry,
blueberry, damson, apricot, blackcurrant, plum and quince. Right. Now that the jam is in
all the tart in different lumps and gobs, you need to make a lattice across the top using
strips of pastry. Yummy.

Gang: Mmm. Sounds good. Is Twelfth Night all about cakes?

Marie: Not really. But there’s an Epiphany tradition in Ireland called Women’s Christmas
where women sit around and drink tea and eat cakes and scones and gingerbread while the
men go down the pub.
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