Great Britain, known also as the United Kingdom, is undoubtedly a unique place. Separated by the sea, the British developed their own style of life, customs and traditions. The UK consists of four countries: England, Scotland, Wales and Northern Ireland. Here are some basic facts about each of them:

England
Capital city: London

Population: 53,01 million

Area: 130 279 km² 

Patron Saint: St George

National symbol: Rose

Scotland
Capital city: Edinburgh

Population: 5,295 million

Area: 80 077 km²

Patron Saint: St Andrew

National symbol: Thistle

Wales
Capital city: Cardiff

Population: 3,063 million

Area: 20 761 km²

Patron Saint: St David

National symbol: Daffodil

Northern Ireland
Capital city: Belfast

Population: 1,811 million

Area: 14,130 km2  
Patron Saint: St Patrick

National symbol: Shamrock

Although each country is slightly different with some laws and rules established by each government, they share the central government and the monarch. The head of state is currently Elizabeth II, the longest reigning monarch in British history. The political system is constitutional monarchy, which means that in fact the country is run by the government, led by the Prime Minister, and the monarch's duties are mostly ceremonial. Elizabeth II still officially rules some of the countries that used to be British colonies, such as Australia, Canada or New Zealand. The main residence of the Queen is Buckingham Palace in London, but Her Royal Majesty often visits other Royal Homes, such as Windsor Castle or St. James Palace.

Nevertheless, in British history there was a period of time when the country was turned into a republic. After the execution of King Charles I in 1649 for 11 there was no monarch, yet 11 years later, after dissatisfactory republican period, the monarchy was restored.

The British Parliament, just like the Polish one, consists of two chambers: House of Commons and House of Lords. The lower chamber, House of Commons, consists of 650 members (MPs) which are chosen in general elections held every 5 years. The members of House of Lords are not chosen but appointed by the monarch for a lifetime. Some of the British Prime Ministers gained worldwide fame. One of them was Margaret Thatcher, who was not only the first woman to take up such a political position, but also as a result of her revolutionary views and actions became a highly controversial figure. Another famous politician was Winston Churchill, leading the government during the hard times of World War II. He represented his nation during conferences in Tehran and Yalta.

The British are unique enough to have their own Church – the Church of England. It was started by the king Henry VIII, and, what is interesting, at the beginning of his rule he was a very devout Catholic. The 16th century was the time of Reformation, which Henry was so much opposed to that Pope Leo X honoured him with the title of „Defender of Faith”. Nevertheless, Henry was determined to have a son, and when his first wife, Catherine of Aragon did not give birth to a boy, he decided to divorce her. Since there were no legitimate reasons to do so, the Pope refused to cancel their marriage. This caused Henry to split from the Roman Catholic Church in 1533 and start the Church of England. Since then, the Head of English Church has not been the pope, but the British monarch. It is worth remembering that two major religious centres are Canterbury and York, not London.  Another thing Henry VIII is known for are his numerous marriages. He is the only English monarch with such an impressive number of wives – 6!

The United Kingdom is not only the motherland of great politicians and rulers, but also of various artists. Some of the greatest writers coming from Great Britain are Charles Dickens, J.R.R. Tolkien or J.K. Rowling. Works of each of those authors became known worldwide and were translated into numerous languages - you can read Harry Potter in at least 68 translations! Those fine pieces of literature were also converted into films, alongside with many other British books.

Probably the most famous British playwright is William Shakespeare, the author of 38 plays and 154 sonnets. Shakespeare was born in Stratford-upon-Avon in 1564. At the age of 18, he married Anne Hathaway, with whom he had three children: Susanna, and twins Hamnet and Judith. Sometime between 1585 and 1592, he began a successful career in London as an actor, writer, and part-owner of a playing company called the Lord Chamberlain's Men, later known as the King's Men. The company had its own theatre in London called „The Globe”, a place to be in Shakespeare's times.

Great Britain also produced quite a lot of musicians recognised all around the world. One of the most revolutionary bands were The Beatles. The Beatles were an English rock band, formed in Liverpool in 1960. With members John Lennon, Paul McCartney, George Harrison and Ringo Starr, they became widely regarded as the foremost and most influential act of the rock era. In the early 1960s, their enormous popularity first emerged as "Beatlemania", which is a term that describe the intense fan frenzy directed toward the British band. The phenomenon began in 1963 and continued past the band's breakup in 1970. 

The Beatles built their reputation playing clubs in Liverpool and Hamburg over a three-year period from 1960. They gained popularity in the United Kingdom after their first hit, "Love Me Do", in late 1962. They acquired the nickname "the Fab Four" as Beatlemania grew in Britain over the following year, and by early 1964 they had become international stars, leading the "British Invasion" of the United States pop market. From 1965 onwards, the Beatles produced what many consider their finest material, including the innovative and widely influential albums Rubber Soul (1965), Revolver (1966), Sgt. Pepper's Lonely Hearts Club Band (1967), The Beatles (commonly known as the White Album, 1968) and Abbey Road (1969).

After their break-up in 1970, they each enjoyed successful musical careers of varying lengths. McCartney and Starr, the surviving members, remain musically active. Lennon was shot and killed in December 1980, and Harrison died of lung cancer in November 2001.

What most people associate with British food is definitely English breakfast, also known as the Full Breakfast. Throughout Britain and Ireland, the Full breakfast is famous. It is not now eaten every day but saved for weekends and vacations. The term full comes from the fact the breakfast is, well, full of different food stuff as you can read about below. Full Breakfast is served, as you would expect at breakfast time but is also popular at throughout the day, often replacing lunch. Rarely is it eaten every day of the week, reserved instead for the weekend or on vacation in hotels and Bed and Breakfasts, where no stay would be complete without one.

Breakfast may begin with orange juice, cereals, stewed or fresh fruits but the heart of the Full breakfast is bacon and eggs, variously accompanied by sausages, grilled tomato, mushrooms, tea, toast, and marmalade.

Each country in the UK and Ireland also have their choice of accompaniments; it is up to the individual just how much they want on their plate and their preferences. For example, A Full English Breakfast may have black pudding, baked beans, and fried bread. A Full Scottish, as above but may also have, Potato Scones (Tattie Scones), Haggis and Oatcakes. 

Sport is a huge part of life in the UK, and every week thousands of people across Britain participate in a wide variety of sports, playing at all levels or supporting their local team.

Football is by far the most popular sport in the UK and every weekend hundreds of thousands of people go to watch their team play, or else pull on some boots of their own to play for their local team. Some of the most famous British football teams are Manchester United, Arsenal F.C., Chelsea F.C or Liverpool F.C.

Tennis is a hugely popular sport in the UK and almost every town and village has its own tennis courts you can play on. Whilst Britain hasn’t had too much to celebrate at world level in the past few decades, playing tennis is still just as popular with the British public. A widely known facility connected with tennis is Wembley stadium, where the oldest and most prestigious tennis tournament in the world is held each summer.

There are golf courses all over the UK, and the sport is massively popular with the British people. You can give it a go whatever your age, sex or sporting ability, as it isn’t as physically demanding as some sports. It is however very technically difficult and is certainly a sport where practice makes perfect (or at least a bit better).

Probably the most well-known British racecourse, Ascot can be found in the small town of the same name in Berkshire, England. It celebrated its 300th anniversary on 11th August 2011.

It was Queen Anne (1665 – 1714), the last monarch of the House of Stuart, who first suggested that a racecourse be introduced at Ascot. Whilst staying at the nearby Windsor Castle in 1711, Anne had been out riding when she came across a flat expanse of heathland which she thought would be perfect for racing horses.

