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Welcome to England!
For many centuries England has been one of the most influential and important countries of Europe. In spite of its 
relatively small size, England has produced many hardy explorers. These adventurers helped to create the world’s 
largest empire, which stretched into many parts of the world. At home, English workers built the first industrial  
communities in Europe. England joins the smaller countries of Wales, Scotland, and Northern Ireland to form the 
United Kingdom of Great Britain.

Official Name:  England

Location: Off the coast of Western Europe (northwest of France), between the Atlantic Ocean and the 
North Sea; England is an island that includes roughly one-sixth of north Ireland’s land.

Population:  61,113,205 (2010 estimate)

Capital City:  London

Area:  50,400 square miles; England is a little smaller than the state of Alabama.

Major Language: English. Many regions have their own dialects, which are frequently used to identify a per-
son’s background and social class.

Major Religion: Christianity: 71.6 %; though all religions are accepted, the Protestant Church of England 
has been the country’s official religion since the 1500s.

Currency: The English unit of currency is the pound sterling (£), with 100 pence in one pound. Coins 
are minted in 1, 2, 5, 10, 20, and 50 pence and 1 pound pieces. Paper currency is printed 
in 5, 10, 20, and 50 pound notes, which are designed in different sizes and colors and 
etched with portraits of the queen or other famous historic figures. A pound is often called 
a “quid” in everyday conversation, much as the U.S. dollar is called a “buck.” People often 
refer to their pound notes, such as tens or fives, as “tenners” or “fivers.” The British pound 
is worth, on average, between 1.5 and 2 U.S. dollars.

Climate: Temperate, due to warm ocean currents and winds; more than half of the year’s days are 
overcast.

The Land: England is characterized by rugged hills and low mountains, with flat and rolling plains in 
the east and southeast.

Government: A constitutional monarchy with a parliamentary government; Parliament consists of two 
chambers: the House of Lords and House of Commons.

Fast Facts



Flag: The Union flag, which combines the red cross of England’s St. George, 
the Scottish diagonal blue and white cross of St. Andrew, and the Irish 
red diagonal cross of St. Patrick; when flown on an English ship it is often 
called the “Union Jack.”

Royal Banner: The banner contains the royal arms of England, three golden lions arranged vertically. 
The lions have blue tongues and claws, and are set against a deep red background. 

National Flower: Rose

Motto:  “God and my right”

Natural Environment

England, one of the smallest countries of Europe, was once part of the mainland. At the end of the last Ice Age, 
temperatures warmed and ice began to melt. This caused flooding, which covered the shallow shelf that is now the 
North Sea to the east and the English Channel to the south. England, Scotland, and Wales became an island with 
a jagged coastline. No part of England is more than 70 miles from the coast. The Isle of Wight near the southern 
coast is the most important English offshore island. A strait called the Solent separates the island from the mainland.

The Straight of Dover became the scene of a historic rescue mission during World War II. Over 350,000 Allied 
soldiers were trapped in Dunkirk, a city on the French coast opposite Dover. Germany staged a massive air strike 
on the unprotected troops. The English, using all sorts of crafts—yachts, cruisers, row boats, destroyers, and gun-
boats—rushed to Dunkirk to evacuate the soldiers. Most of the troops were saved by the operation, which lasted 
three days and was later called “one of the best-ordered military movements in history.”

England’s lowland area covers the central, southern, and eastern parts of the country. Much of the soil has gener-
ous amounts of limestone and chalk. This chalk forms the famous White Cliffs of Dover. The western coast of the 
country extends to the tip of Cornwall and Land’s End.

Much of the fertile land is used for farming and yields wheat, barley, oats, beets, and potato crops. The highland 
area includes the hills along the Welsh border, the Pennine mountain range to the north, and the beautiful “Lake 
District,” which inspired the work of many poets and authors, such as William Wordsworth and Samuel Taylor 
Coleridge. Lake Windermere is the largest of the 16 lakes.

Industrial cities have developed near large coal and iron ore mines. England’s rivers are the main industrial ship-
ping routes that bring products to the coasts. The Thames and Severn rivers are the longest. Others are the Tyne, 
Tees, Avon, and Trent rivers.

The fishing industry off the east coast brings cod, haddock, herring and mackerel to the cities. Cockles, mussels, 
and other small fish are also sold from barrows in the cities. 

Since the 1970s, oil and gas fields in the North Sea have helped England meet its own energy needs. Some of the 
country’s electricity has been generated by nuclear power since 1988.
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England
For many centuries England has been one of the most influential and important 
countries of Europe. In spite of its relatively small size, England has produced many 
hardy explorers. These adventurers helped to create the world’s largest empire, which
stretched into many parts of the world. At home, English workers built the first 
industrial communities in Europe. England joins the smaller countries of Wales,
Scotland, and Northern Ireland to form the United Kingdom of Great Britain.

Official Name—England

Area—50,400 square miles (130,400 square km), which is a little smaller 
than the state of Alabama.

Population—60,609,153 (July 2006 est.)

Government—a constitutional monarchy with a parliamentary government. 
Parliament consists of two chambers: the House of Lords and House of Commons.

Language—English. Many regions have their own dialects, which are frequently 
used to identify a person’s background and social class.

Climate—mild due to warm ocean currents and winds. Average high: 70°F
(21°C). Annual rainfall: 20–40 inches (51–102cm).

Elevation—The highest peak is Scafell Pike, 
approximately 3200 feet (980m) above sea level.

Flag—Union flag, which combines the red cross of 
England’s St. George, the Scottish diagonal blue 
and white cross of St. Andrew, and the Irish red 
diagonal cross of St. Patrick. When flown on an 
English ship it is often called the “Union Jack.”

Religion—While all religions are accepted, the 
Protestant Church of England has been the 
country’s official religion since the 1500s. Others 
include Baptist, Methodist, Presbyterian, Roman 
Catholic, Jewish, Muslim, and Hindu.

The many forests and wooded areas provide habitats for deer, otters, rabbits, songbirds, and the endangered owl. 
Fox hunting remains a royal pursuit. Cattle, sheep, pigs, and poultry are raised on the farms.
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Early History and Occupations

In prehistoric times, England was a country of thick forests, dank swamps, and barren land. Its earliest inhabitants 
were known as Beaker people because of their pottery skills. They crossed the sea from the Iberian Peninsula and 
North Africa and arrived about 3000 BCE Many centuries later, tribes of Celts came from central Europe. “Stone-
henge,” a mass of gigantic stones set in a circle, dates from 1500 BCE and was likely used for religious ceremonies.

When the Romans arrived, Boudicca, the female leader of the Celts, unsuccessfully tried to drive them out. Hadrian 
was the Roman ruler from CE 117— 38. As a defense from Northern tribes he built Hadrian’s Wall, which stretched 
across northern England from the Solway Firth to the Tyne River. Its length was about 75 miles.

The Romans brought Christianity and peace to the country. The monk Augustus became the first Archbishop of 
Canterbury. When the Romans returned home to protect their own country in CE 400, Germanic tribes—Angles, 
Saxons, and Jutes—invaded and settled. Alfred the Great, the Anglo-Saxon king from CE 871–899, had the monks 
draw up a code of written laws.

Viking warriors began a series of attacks in later centuries. They conquered and settled every area but Wessex. Al-
fred drove them out, but they eventually returned. The Normans, in 1066, under William the Conqueror, invaded, 
conquered, and united England. William’s religion, Catholicism, became widespread among the English.

The Many Monarchs of England

Democratic ideals began to strengthen in the next centuries. In 1215 King John was forced to sign the Magna Carta 
(Great Charter), which promised certain rights to all free men. Under the rule of Henry III, Simon de Montfort 
formed a council which became Parliament. In the 1300s the country waged a series of battles with France, known 
as the Hundred Years War. As a result, England lost all of its land possessions in France except Calais.

Under Henry VI’s reign in the 1400s the nobles divided into two groups: the House of Lancaster and the House of 
York. When Yorkist King Edward died in 1483, his brother, Richard of York, seized the throne. Henry Tudor unseat-
ed Richard in 1485, married Elizabeth of York to end the feud, and ruled until 1509. 

His son Henry VIII succeeded to the throne. In the early 1500s Henry wished to divorce his wife, but could not  
under Roman Catholic laws. So he formed his own religion, the Church of England. He married six times, divorcing 
or even executing most of his wives. As a result, the country was divided between two religions, Catholic and  
Protestant.

During the reign of Henry’s daughter, Elizabeth I, the country prospered. England’s naval forces defeated the huge 
Spanish Armada, sent to conquer England in 1588. In 1625 Charles I became King. He ignored Parliament, raised 
taxes, and made life difficult for religious groups like the Puritans. Oliver Cromwell, a Puritan, led an army against 
Charles’ forces in 1642 and defeated them. Cromwell became the Lord Protector of the Republic. After Cromwell 
died in 1658, the Republic fell apart.

A History of England
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England and Scotland had been ruled by the same monarchs for more than a century. But the two kingdoms quar-
reled over many issues. King William III planned to unite the two countries, but died before he accomplished it. 
However, Parliament passed the Act of Union in 1701, joining Scotland, England, and Wales under one kingdom—
the United Kingdom of Great Britain.

Expansion at Home and Abroad

In the 1700s England began to extend its territories, founding colonies in North America, India, Africa, Asia, Aus-
tralia, and the Caribbean. The American Colonies were being heavily taxed, but were not allowed either a voice or 
vote in Parliament. The Americans rebelled and won their independence from England in 1781.

The Industrial Revolution of the mid-1700s changed England from an agricultural to a manufacturing country. The 
English developed a talent for machinery and built many factories. Cities grew around these bustling factories.

A Time of Wars

Under the command of Napoleon Bonaparte, France began an expansion that threatened England’s empire. 
However, in 1815 the British defeated the French army in the Battle of Waterloo. Queen Victoria, who was proper, 
serious, and pious, became monarch in 1837 when she was 18 years old, and ruled until she died in 1901. During 
the Victorian Age industry prospered, railroads developed, and literature flourished. In 1860 the two-party system 
began in Parliament with Benjamin Disraeli as the Conservative representative, and William Gladstone as the Lib-
eral representative.

The Crimean War (1854-56) against Russia was waged during Victoria’s reign. It was the first war in which newspa-
per reporters sent “on the scene” news by telegraph directly from the battlefield. Florence Nightingale reorganized 
the medical service during the conflict and achieved respect for nursing as a profession.

World War I broke out in 1914. England, France, Russia, the U.S., and other Allied forces defeated the Central 
Powers of Germany, Austria-Hungary, Bulgaria, and the Ottoman Empire. Twenty-five years later Adolf Hitler led 
Germany and other Axis countries into World War II against England and its Allies. In 1945 England and the Allied 
countries defeated Germany.

After the Wars

Elizabeth II became Queen of England in 1952. Her husband, Prince Phillip, is also called 
the Duke of Edinburgh. The eldest of their four children is Prince Charles, heir to the 
throne. Members of the royalty participate at traditional and ceremonial functions and gov-
ern in conjunction with Parliament.

Many Prime Ministers throughout history have served their monarchs and country well. 
Among the most recent are: Sir Winston Churchill, a brilliant military strategist who served 
during World War II; Margaret Thatcher, the first female Prime Minister; John Majors, who 
worked closely with President George H. Bush during the Gulf War; Tony Blair, whose term 

coincided with America’s War on Terror; Gordon Brown, who reformed England’s financial policies; and David  
Cameron, who took office in 2010.
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Modern England

In 1993 England joined the European Union (EU). Their alliance with the EU is still very controversial. Many English 
people feel that people from other parts of Europe are taking their jobs away from them. However, being a mem-
ber of the EU benefits English citizens as well. Most countries in the EU use the Euro as currency, while England still 
operates on the pound.

England continues to be a major player in the world-at-large. The country took part in the liberation of Kuwait in 
the early nineties. In 1997, Diana, Princess of Wales, was killed in an automobile accident. An extremely popular 
public figure, her death was a somber event around the world.

The early 21st century presented England with challenges. Global economic conditions worsened, and England 
worked internally (and externally) to improve the situation. After the tragic events of September 11, 2001, England 
became a major supporter of United States military involvement in the Middle East. In 2005, terrorists detonated 
bombs on London’s transportation system, killing 52. 

England continues to play a major role in the European Union, working for the betterment of all its member states. 
Coupled with their involvement in global affairs, England’s contributions to the world are numerous. England has 
been an important country for thousands of years, a fact that isn’t likely to change in the future.
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Everyday life for an English family is much the same as that of a Western family. The parents and children eat a 
simple breakfast before leaving for work and school. Adults living in London frequently ride the tube, or under-
ground subway, to the city and their places of work. Children ride their bicycles or walk to school. Public transpor-
tation is often used when a child’s school is far away. English motorists drive on the left-hand side of the street. The 
steering wheels in English cars are on the right-hand side of the vehicle.

After school and work, families eat a meal together, either at home or at a local pub. They may stop at a fish and 
chips shop for a take-out dinner. In the evening after homework, they might watch TV or listen to the news on the 
BBC (British Broadcast Company). On weekends families may go to a movie theater, a sporting event, or visit rela-
tives. If the weather is nice, many head to the seaside for a short get-away.

School

School is compulsory, but free for students between five and 16 years old. Children from five to 11 attend primary 
schools and those from 11 to 16 years old attend secondary schools. Exams and achievement tests are given at 
regular intervals.

Children under age five often attend private nursery schools, and older students may choose to attend private 
schools that charge tuition fees.

The school day starts at 9 AM and ends at 4 PM. There are three sessions: Autumn, Spring, and Summer, with a 
vacation from July to September. Although students only have about six weeks of summer holiday, they have nearly a 
month off at Christmas, and a week break to mark each half-term and end-of-term.

Children move at their own pace through the school work. Science, English, art and drawing, and physical education 
are part of the regular curriculum. By the time they are 16, students should have some idea of their future careers.

After they are 16, some students continue in school for two more years to study for the university entrance. Govern-
ment grants are open to all who need them because students are not allowed to work their way through college.

Housing

Most of the English live in or near cities. Over 80% live in houses. The rest either rent or own apartments, which are 
called flats. In the suburbs are many attractive terrace houses, which combine the elements of a single dwelling and an 
apartment. Several families share a common wall; windows and doors face the front and back of the property. Many 
charming cottages, some hundreds of years old, have become new homes for families in the English countryside.

Daily Life
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Religion

The Church of England (also known as Anglican Church) has been the official church since the 1500s. The next 
largest is the Roman Catholic; other practiced religions include Methodist, Baptist, Congregational, Presbyterian, 
Quakers, Jewish, and Islam. Before the Reformation, England was Roman Catholic and under the jurisdiction of the 
pope. At the time of the Reformation of the 1500s, England left the Catholic Church and reformed as the Church 
of England. It is divided into two provinces, York and Canterbury, with 43 dioceses and 27,000,000 members. The 
reigning monarch appoints bishops and some clergy.

Famous People from England

The Beatles, a music group from Liverpool, have been enormously popular since the 1960s. The band members 
(Paul McCartney, John Lennon, George Harrison, and Ringo Starr) are all well-known celebrities.

Sir Isaac Newton (1643-1727) was the inventor of modern physics, but he also worked in the fields of mathematics, 
astronomy, philosophy, alchemy, and theology. He also built the first reflecting telescope. Many of his theories and 
ideas are still widely used today. He is regarded as one of the most influential figures in world history.

David Beckham (1975-) is a football (soccer) star and global celebrity from England. Notorious for his bending cor-
ner kicks, Beckham holds the all-time appearance record for the England national team. He has captained several 
teams and led them to multiple championships. In 2007, Beckham announced that he would be leaving England to 
play professional soccer in America.

©Milliken Publishing Company 15 England

The Arts
Music

England’s earliest written music was for the Church, but secular music began to develop
in the fifteenth century. Grand opera arrived far behind the performances in other
European countries. Henry Purcell’s opera “Dido and Aeneas” opened in 1689.

George Friedrich Handel, whose patron was King George I, composed operas and 
oratorios. The most popular were Water Music and The Messiah. 

English audiences began to enjoy “light” opera in the 19th century. Sir William Gilbert
and Sir Arthur Sullivan collaborated to produce fourteen exceptionally popular operettas
in the late 1800s. The Pirates of Penzance was one of their most successful works.

In the early 1900s Benjamin Britten
composed the opera Peter Grimes.
In 1963 a group of young men from
Liverpool, the Beatles, became pop
stars almost overnight. In the later
1900s Andrew Lloyd Webber crea-
ted several musicals, including
Jesus Christ Superstar, Cats, and
The Phantom of the Opera.

Art
For almost 800 years, the major “art studios” of England were the monasteries. There the
monks painstakingly copied texts of the Bible and “illuminated” them with elaborate and
colorful painting. The Lindisfarne Gospels were completed in the sixth century. A later
collection was the Winchester Bible with bolder figures and lettering. Religious painting
faded when the Protestant Reformation began. 

Portrait painting came into fashion during the reign of Queen Elizabeth I. Nicholas
Hilliard created a miniature portrait of the Queen. King Charles I brought Anthony Van
Dyke, a gifted portrait painter, from the European continent to England.

Thomas Gainsborough and Sir Joshua Reynolds were very successful portrait painters.
William Hogarth portrayed action and drama in his work. George Stubbs became famous
for his sports painting; much of his art featured horses.

The Beatles
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Here are some fun facts about verbal and nonverbal communication in England.

English Proverbs and Sayings

Here are some English proverbs and sayings. What do you think they mean?

Bob’s your uncle.

Your eyes are bigger than your belly.

A stitch in time saves nine.

One man’s meat is another man’s poison.

The best advice is found on the pillow.

The cow that’s first up is the cow that gets the dew.

A crown is no cure for the headache.

A good archer is not known by his arrows, but by his aim.

Body Language and Etiquette in England

Here are some examples of body language and etiquette in England.

Queues, or lines, are common in England. If someone is there before you (at a street vendor, for instance), always let 
him or her go first.

When meeting someone for the first time, shake their right hand with your right hand.

Hugging and kissing is reserved for close friends and loved ones.

The English drink lots of tea. When sharing tea, you should not pour the tea right after it’s done. Wait two or three 
minutes before pouring.

If you’re eating peas, be sure to smash them with the reverse side of your fork before eating them.

Never eat off of your knife. This is considered impolite.

When invited to someone else’s home, bring a small gift as thanks, like flowers or chocolates.

It is impolite for men to wear hats indoors in England.

Language & Expressions
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The King’s English
The English use many unique terms in everyday language. Learn some of these terms by matching each English 
term on the left to its translation on the right.

BISCUIT   PANTS

BOBBY    BANDAGE

BOOT    FRENCH FRIES

CHEERS   COOKIE

CHIPS    YARD

TROUSERS   LINE

GARDEN   POLICE OFFICER

JUMPER   TRUCK

PLASTER   RAISINS

LIFT    GAS

LORRY    GOODBYE

PETROL   WRENCH

QUEUE   TRUNK

SPANNER   ELEVATOR

SULTANAS   SWEATER

©Milliken Publishing Company 1 England

England
For many centuries England has been one of the most influential and important 
countries of Europe. In spite of its relatively small size, England has produced many 
hardy explorers. These adventurers helped to create the world’s largest empire, which
stretched into many parts of the world. At home, English workers built the first 
industrial communities in Europe. England joins the smaller countries of Wales,
Scotland, and Northern Ireland to form the United Kingdom of Great Britain.

Official Name—England

Area—50,400 square miles (130,400 square km), which is a little smaller 
than the state of Alabama.

Population—60,609,153 (July 2006 est.)

Government—a constitutional monarchy with a parliamentary government. 
Parliament consists of two chambers: the House of Lords and House of Commons.

Language—English. Many regions have their own dialects, which are frequently 
used to identify a person’s background and social class.

Climate—mild due to warm ocean currents and winds. Average high: 70°F
(21°C). Annual rainfall: 20–40 inches (51–102cm).

Elevation—The highest peak is Scafell Pike, 
approximately 3200 feet (980m) above sea level.

Flag—Union flag, which combines the red cross of 
England’s St. George, the Scottish diagonal blue 
and white cross of St. Andrew, and the Irish red 
diagonal cross of St. Patrick. When flown on an 
English ship it is often called the “Union Jack.”

Religion—While all religions are accepted, the 
Protestant Church of England has been the 
country’s official religion since the 1500s. Others 
include Baptist, Methodist, Presbyterian, Roman 
Catholic, Jewish, Muslim, and Hindu.
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England grows plenty of grains and fruit and raises cattle, sheep, and fowl. Fresh fish is available daily. Approxi-
mately eighty percent of England’s food is produced locally. Other foods are traded from European countries. 
Grapes from Italy or cheeses from Holland or France are exchanged for English meats and other foods through  
the EEC (European Economic Community).

English school children generally eat a nourishing but light breakfast of cereal, milk, toast, fruit, and tea. Working people 
eat a large, hearty breakfast of sausage, bacon, mushrooms, tomatoes, beans, eggs, toast or fried bread, and tea.

Some English families serve their main meal at noon. Many students buy their lunches at school. The rest bring 
food from home—usually a sandwich, yogurt, fruit, potato chips, and milk. No candy is allowed in the lunch 
rooms.

On Sundays the whole family gathers for the noon meal, which is traditionally a joint of beef or lamb, roast pota-
toes with onions, and vegetables. Dessert is often pudding.

Afternoon tea, now an English tradition, was first served by the Duchess of Bedford in the 1840s. In addition to 
tea, scones with Devonshire cream, tiny cucumber sandwiches, crumpets (muffins), and strawberries are included. 
Most adults drink an average of five cups of tea during the day.

On Christmas the main dish is roast turkey, followed by the “Christmas pudding.” This is a large steamed plum 
pudding with a sprig of holly on top and Christmas surprises hidden inside. Other traditional favorites are:

- Stargazy pie: tiny whole sardines, with their heads pointing up to the stars, line the rim of a pie plate. 
Breadcrumbs, milk, onion, and eggs, are poured into the plate and covered with pastry.

- Bubble and Squeak: fried potatoes with cabbage
- Cottage pie: beef covered with mashed potatoes
- Toad-in-the-hole: sausages baked in pancake batter

Foods
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English holidays and festivals have ancient roots. Many of the celebrations have religious significance and are based 
on early rituals. Others mark historic events or the annual changes of seasons.

Bank Holidays

Like many European countries, England celebrates several bank holidays per year, giving school children and workers 
an extra day off. All banks are closed on: New Year’s Day, Good Friday, Easter Monday, Early May Bank Holiday, Spring 
Bank Holiday, Summer Bank Holiday, Christmas Day, and Boxing Day. Sometimes the government allows a special 
bank holiday in honor of a royal event, such as a birthday, wedding, or Queen Elizabeth’s Golden Jubilee in 2002.
 
Other Traditional Holidays

Shrove Tuesday
The day before Lent begins

The women who live in the town of Olney have an unusual contest. At noon they line up on one side of the town 
square. Each entrant has a frying pan holding one pancake. As they race across the square they try to flip the pan-
cake three times before they reach the goal, the doors of Olney’s Church.

Mothering Sunday
Three weeks before Easter

Children give gifts to their mothers.

Holy Thursday
The Thursday before Easter

The reigning English monarch distributes purses of money to show love for the poor.

Easter Sunday
Two days after Good Friday

In some towns, children go from house to house asking for treats. They try to get Easter eggs by singing, “Please give 
an egg or your hens will lay addled eggs and your cocks will lay stones.” Good natured neighbors are always pre-
pared with a supply of Easter eggs. Easter started from a pagan spring festival for the Anglo-Saxon goddess, Eostre. 
The Christian Easter celebrates Christ’s resurrection.

Guy Fawkes Day
November 5

On November 5, 1605 Guy Fawkes led a group who tried to blow up King James I and Parliament to avenge its perse-
cution of English Catholics. He stored barrels of gunpowder in a vault under the House of Lords and intended to ignite 
them as the King opened Parliament. An anonymous letter warned the government. Guy was captured and executed 
for his part in the plot. Today as a remembrance of the plot, neighborhood families build huge bonfires. Children swing 
a dummy of Guy back and forth and then throw it into the fire. Guy’s “head” is a turnip, carved like a Halloween 
pumpkin and filled with firecrackers.

Holidays & Festivals
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Harvest Home Day
Held at the conclusion of fall harvest

At the end of the fall harvest families come to their church 
and lay sheaves of oats, pears, apples, and vegetables on 
the altar in thanksgiving for a successful harvest. There 
is no formal service, but some families kneel and
say prayers of thanks.

Christmas Day
December 25

Father Christmas visits homes early in the 
morning and leaves gifts. A special family 
dinner is served later in the day.

Boxing Day
December 26

In wealthy families, servants were so busy 
cooking, serving dinner, and cleaning on 
Christmas Day that there was no special 
time for them. So on the day following 
Christmas, noblemen boxed gifts for their 
servants and distributed them in a simple ceremony of thanks.  
Gifts were also given to traders and minor public officials.

Spring Festivals

Morris dancing is a type of ritual folk dancing usually performed on village greens or in a market square. It is accom-
panied by fiddle and accordion music. Other dances are performed year-round at local fairs and seasonal festivals.

Some celebrations of spring come from the simple child’s game of Ring around the Rosy. Adults begin their cel-
ebrations by dancing around a tree. Later, a maypole is erected and decorated with flowers and ribbons for a May 
dance. Each dancer holds a long ribbon. Half of the dancers face right; the rest face left. As the music begins danc-
ers weave their ribbons in and out as they dance around the maypole.
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Guy Fawkes Day, November 5th.
On November 5, 1605 Guy Fawkes led a group who tried to blow up King
James I and Parliament to avenge its persecution of English Catholics.
He stored barrels of gunpowder in a vault under the House of Lords and
intended to ignite them as the King opened Parliament. An anonymous
letter warned the government. Guy was captured and executed for his
part in the plot. Today as a remembrance of the plot, neighborhood
families build huge bonfires. Children swing a dummy of Guy back and
forth and then throw it into the fire. Guy’s “head” is a turnip, carved like
a Halloween pumpkin and filled with firecrackers.

Harvest Home Day
At the end of the fall harvest families
come to their church and lay sheaves 
of oats, pears, apples, and vegetables
on the altar in thanksgiving for a
successful harvest. There is no formal
service, but some families kneel and
say prayers of thanks.

Christmas Day,
December 25th.
Father Christmas 
visits homes early in
the morning and 
leaves gifts. A special
family dinner is served
later in the day.

Boxing Day,
December 26th.
In wealthy families,
servants were so busy
cooking, serving dinner,
and cleaning on Christmas
Day that there was no special time for them. So on the day following
Christmas, noblemen boxed gifts for their servants and distributed them
in a simple ceremony of thanks. Gifts were also given to tradespeople and
minor public officials. 

Spring Festivals
Morris Dancing is a type of ritual folk dancing usually performed on
village greens or in a market square. It is accompanied by fiddle and
accordion music. Other dances are performed year-round at local fairs
and seasonal festivals. 
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Music

England’s earliest written music was for the Church, but secular music began to develop in the fifteenth century. 
Grand opera arrived far behind the performances in other European countries. Henry Purcell’s opera Dido and 
Aeneas opened in 1689.

George Friedrich Handel, whose patron was King George I, composed operas and oratorios. The most popular 
were Water Music and The Messiah.

English audiences began to enjoy light opera in the 19th century. Sir William Gilbert and Sir Arthur Sullivan collabo-
rated to produce fourteen exceptionally popular operettas in the late 1800s. The Pirates of Penzance was one of 
their most successful works.

In the early 1900s Benjamin Britten composed the opera Peter Grimes. In 1963 a group of young men from Liv-
erpool, the Beatles, became pop stars almost overnight. In the later 1900s Andrew Lloyd Webber created several 
musicals, including Jesus Christ Superstar, Cats, and The Phantom of the Opera.

Art

For almost 800 years, the major art studios of England were the monasteries. There the monks painstakingly copied 
texts of the Bible and illuminated them with elaborate and colorful painting. The Lindisfarne Gospels were com-
pleted in the sixth century. A later collection was the Winchester Bible with bolder figures and lettering. Religious 
painting faded when the Protestant Reformation began.

Portrait painting came into fashion during the reign of Queen Elizabeth I. Nicholas Hilliard created a miniature 
portrait of the Queen. King Charles I brought Anthony Van Dyke, a gifted portrait painter, from the European con-
tinent to England.

Thomas Gainsborough and Sir Joshua Reynolds were very successful portrait painters. William Hogarth portrayed 
action and drama in his work. George Stubbs became famous for his sports painting; much of his art featured 
horses.

In the Victorian era J. M. W. Turner and John Constable portrayed landscapes. Constable’s work in particular was 
admired throughout Europe.

Architecture

Early Roman missionaries first taught the English how to use materials at hand for building. They helped them 
build stone buildings. Many of England’s lasting structures— cathedrals and castles—are still standing.

Creative Arts
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Cathedrals

England’s stone cathedrals have beamed roofs, carved wooden choir stalls, stained 
glass windows, and wrought iron fixtures. Some of the most famous cathedrals are:

- Canterbury Cathedral: the historical center of the Church of England. It 
has distinctive round Norman arches.

- Salisbury Cathedral: has the highest spire in England, 
404 feet (123m). It took 40 years to build.

- Gloucester Cathedral: a perpendicular Gothic 
structure

- St. Paul’s Cathedral: a famous London landmark

Castles

In earlier days settlements and towns devel-
oped around monasteries. But by medieval 
days communities centered around castles 
and their lords. The word castle comes from a 
Latin noun meaning fort. A castle was not only 
a home for a lord or king, but was also a defense. The earliest castles were simple wooden towers built on a mound 
or hill and surrounded by a mud wall and frequently a moat as well.

Gradually, the wooden towers were replaced by larger stone structures and the walls were extended and strength-
ened. Additional buildings—a cook house, store rooms, stables, a church, and gatehouse—turned the castle 
grounds into a community.

William the Conqueror built the first castle at Dover soon after his 1066 defeat of the Saxons. Henry II expanded it 
in the late 1100s. Other interesting castles are Hurstmonceaux (hurst mon-sõ) Castle in Sussex, the Stokesay Castle 
in Shropshire, and Windsor Castle, built as a royal castle in the eleventh century. It was rebuilt in the 1800s and is 
still the home of royalty.

In the countryside there are many handsome manor homes. The streets of Bath, a former spa for the wealthy, are 
lined with homes designed by 18th century architects. Other interesting structures are: Bank of England, which was 
founded in 1694 and has the same function as the U.S. Federal Reserve; Crystal Palace, a structure covering al-
most 20 acres, which housed the 1851 London Society’s Exposition of Industry; the Tower of London, a group of 
buildings which served as an ancient fortress, a dark prison, and former royal residence; and Westminster Abbey in 
London, where most of the English rulers since William the Conquerer have been crowned.

Among the most influential architects: Christopher Wren, who rebuilt 50 churches after a London fire in 1616; 
Inigo Jones; and James Frazer Stirling, a modern designer.

Literature

For over 1000 years English literature has been steadily developing and changing. No other country has equaled the 
quality and variety of English poetry, drama, novels, and essays. At times authors borrowed the form of a sonnet or 
novel, reshaped it, and invented new words and phrases. England has produced the largest range of modern literature.
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In the Victorian era J. M. W. Turner and John Constable portrayed landscapes.
Constable’s work in particular was admired throughout Europe.

Architecture

Early Roman missionaries first taught the English how to use materials at hand for
building. They helped them build stone buildings. Many of England’s lasting structures—
cathedrals and castles—are still standing.

England’s stone cathedrals have beamed roofs, carved wooden choir stalls, stained glass
windows, and wrought iron fixtures. Some of the most famous cathedrals are:

Canterbury Cathedral—the historical center of the Church of England. It has 
distinctive round Norman arches.

Salisbury Cathedral—has the highest spire in England, 404 feet (123m). It took 
forty years to build.

Gloucester Cathedral—a perpendicular Gothic structure
St. Paul’s Cathedral—a famous London landmark

In the countryside there are many handsome manor homes.
The streets of Bath, a former spa for the wealthy, are lined
with homes designed by 18th century architects. Other
interesting structures are: Bank of England, which was
founded in 1694 and has the same function as the
U.S. Federal Reserve; Crystal Palace, a
structure covering almost 20 acres,
which housed the 1851 London
Society’s Exposition of Industry; 
the Tower of London, a group of
buildings which served as an
ancient fortress, a dark prison,
and former royal residence;
and Westminster Abbey in
London, where most of the
English rulers since William
the Conquerer have been crowned.

Among the most influential architects: Christopher Wren, who rebuilt 50 churches after a
London fire in 1616; Inigo Jones; and James Frazer Stirling, a modern designer.

Literature

For over 1000 years English literature has been steadily developing and changing. 
No other country has equaled the quality and variety of English poetry, drama, novels,
and essays. At times authors borrowed the form of a sonnet or novel, reshaped it, and
invented new words and phrases. England has produced the largest range of modern
literature.

Salisbury Cathedral
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Drama

Among the earliest known English dramas was Everyman, by an unknown sixteenth century playwright. Most of the 
early dramatic works in Elizabethan times were morality plays. Later works were greatly influenced by French and 
German dramatists.

Christopher Marlowe used blank verse, which he found worked well for dramatic expression. Doctor Faustus (c. 
1588) was one of his early popular works.

William Shakespeare, poet, actor, theater manager, was perhaps the great-
est playwright of all time. His tragedies, comedies, and histories continue to 
be performed by the Royal Shakespeare Company (RSC). Hamlet is one of 
his most powerful tragedies.

Ben Johnson wrote masques for the Court in the seventeenth century. In 
the late 1700s Oliver Goldsmith’s She Stoops to Conquer and Richard 
Sheridan’s School for Scandal charmed audiences.

In modern times George Bernard Shaw, Harold Pinter, Tom Stoppard, 
and Caryl Churchill have been among the most popular playwrights. The 
changes in subject and style continued to reflect the struggles, concerns, 
and joys of the audiences. The Royal Shakespearean Company tours the 
country and the National Theater performances are seen at Old Vic theater. 
The Royal Albert Hall also sponsors productions. Sir Lawrence Olivier, Sir John Gielgud, Noel Coward, and his wife 
Lynn Fontaine have been some of the bright lights on the English stage.

Much Like New York City’s Broadway, London has its own theater district in the West End. Many famous musicals 
and other theatrical performances are held there. Additionally, Shakespeare’s Globe Theatre was recently rebuilt 
on the south side of the Thames in London. The Globe was rebuilt near the spot of the original theater, and old-
fashioned materials and building techniques were used to erect this great structure. In the spring, summer, and 
autumn, audiences come from all over the world to see Shakespeare’s plays reenacted. The cheapest tickets are 
for spectators who wish to stand the in the center of the theater in front of the stage, just as the peasants did in 
Shakespearean times, while the nobility sat on cushions in the rounded stands.

Popular modern actors draw their own following. Among these are Ian McKellan, who has performed with both 
the Royal Shakespeare Company and the National Theater; also Alan Howard and Ben Kingsley.

©Milliken Publishing Company 4 England

In Your Classroom

Show the students a large scale map of England. Point out the mountain ranges, forests,
and rivers. Ask them to compare its size and location to the United States. For example,
both of them are part of a larger land mass.

Using plaster of Paris, or a mixture of flour, water, and salt, help students make a relief
map of England. Have students use the map to explain the importance of rivers in
English commerce. Do England’s largest cities have access to major water routes?

Ask students to research “Robin Hood,” who lived in Sherwood Forest. Was he real? Was
the story based on truth?

Locate the “White Cliffs” of Dover. Have students discover why they are white. Listen to
or sing traditional songs related to England, such as “The White Cliffs of Dover.”

Show students photos of English paper money or have real currency available. Ask them
to design their own paper money. What color would they use? How much would it be
worth? What picture would it feature—a family name, U.S. symbol, or local landmark?

Ask students to look up the terms “moor”
or “heath.” Compare them to areas in the
U.S. Read Hound of the Baskervilles, by
Arthur Conan Doyle, or Jane Eyre, by
Charlotte Brontë, both of which are set
on a moor, or King Lear, by William
Shakespeare, much of which takes place 
on a heath. 

William Shakespeare
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The English are enthusiastic sports fans and treat their athletes as national heroes. Young boys and girls practice their 
favorite sports with the hope of becoming perhaps a champion soccer goalie or a world-famous tennis star. There 
are many choices for fans and participants.

Association football is the most popular game in England, with over one and a half million players. Enthusiastic fans 
follow local games and the annual play-off competitions. Much like American baseball fans, young English fans col-
lect cards of favorite football players. Association football has a long season—from August to the following May.

Rugby is similar to football. It was started at Rugby School in 1823 when a player picked up the soccer ball and ran 
with it. Unlike football, rugby players do not wear protective pads. The sport is extremely popular in many coun-
tries, particularly the Commonwealth nations such as Australia, New Zealand, South Africa, and of course England. 
It is gaining in popularity in America.

Cricket is also a very popular game. Its headquarters are at the Lord’s Cricket Grounds in London, where the game 
has been played since 1814. The game, similar to American baseball, is played with two opposing teams using flat, 
wooden bats and a red leather ball. 
Wickets are the bases. The game is 
played against local and international 
teams. English teams play against 
Australian teams for an urn of ashes, 
which are supposedly from the bats 
that the English burned after their first 
defeat by Australia.

Some of the game’s terms have been 
absorbed into daily language. When 
an action or term is offensive, it is 
described as not cricket. If things are 
getting difficult, it’s a sticky wicket.

Tennis is a long-time favorite with players and spectators. The first Lawn Tennis Championship match was held at 
Wimbledon in 1877. Spectators at that first match numbered 200. Today Wimbledon seats over 10,000 fans and 
offers standing room for 3,500 more. Strawberries with cream are the special refreshment at Wimbledon. Members 
of the Royal Family have their own box and they award the prestigious Wimbledon trophies to the winners, who 
come from all over the world.

Polo has become more popular in recent years. It draws large crowds of spectators, who enjoy watching celebrities 
like Prince Charles play. The game requires several horses for each player, which makes it too expensive a game for 
the working class English person.

Horse racing and hunting with horses and hounds are exciting weekend activities. Other popular sports are la-
crosse, field hockey, squash, rowing, car racing, and fishing.

Sports & Games
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Recreation

Holidays (Vacations)

During school vacations and three-day bank holidays many English choose to visit the beaches. Larger seaside 
resorts are at Blackpool, Bournemouth, Margate, and Brighton. There are lively, noisy carnivals, barrows filled with 
eels, cockles, piers, and bandstands. The pier becomes a grand promenade which stretches almost a mile out to 
sea. It is lined with arcades that sell water-wings, sand buckets, spades, and other beach items. At Brighton a favor-
ite tourist attraction is its Royal Pavilion.

Gardening

Gardening is recreation for many English men and women. For others it is a serious occupation which provides 
their families with vegetables, salads, and fruit for the dinner table. Nearly every English family, whether they live 
on a country farm, in a city home, or a tiny apartment, has a plot for growing vegetables or flowers. Roses are a 
particular favorite with nearly every gardener.

The most important date each year for the gardener is the annual May Chelsea Flower Show. 
It is sponsored by the Royal Horticulture Society and draws over 
70,000 visitors and exhibitors for the five-day event.
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Polo has become more popular in recent years. It draws large crowds of spectators, who
enjoy watching celebrities like Prince Charles play. The game requires several horses for
each player, which makes it too expensive a game for the working class English person.

Horse Racing and hunting with horses and hounds are exciting weekend activities.
Other popular sports are lacrosse, field hockey, squash, rowing, car racing, and fishing.

Holidays (Vacations)

During school vacations and three-day bank holidays many English choose to visit the
beaches. Larger seaside resorts are at Blackpool, Bournemouth, Margate, and Brighton.
There are lively, noisy carnivals, barrows filled with eels, cockles, piers, and bandstands.
The pier becomes a grand promenade which stretches almost a mile out to sea. It is lined
with arcades that sell water-wings, sand buckets, spades, and other beach items. At
Brighton a favorite tourist attraction is its Royal Pavilion.

Gardening

Gardening is recreation for many English men and women. For others it is a serious
occupation which provides their families with vegetables, salads, and fruit for the dinner
table. Nearly every English family, whether they live on a country farm, in a city home,
or a tiny apartment, has a plot for growing vegetables or flowers. Roses are a particular
favorite with nearly every gardener.

The most important date each year for the gardener is the annual May Chelsea Flower
Show. It is sponsored by the Royal Horticulture Society and draws over 70,000 visitors
and exhibitors for the five-day event.

In Your Classroom

Ask students to describe how
their family spends its
summer holiday.
Do they take a
trip, or camp out,
or visit a National
Park?

One English group,
“the mudders,” races
sports cars down hills
and across fields. How does this compare to car races in the U.S.?

Discover several flowers that grow well in both the United States and in England. Plant
window sill gardens in your classroom or have students plant them at home. Grow herbs
in one and small flowers in another. Keep notes on the progress of the plants.




