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INTRODUCTION

The gentle mind by gentle deeds is known: for
man by nothing is so well bewray'd, as by bis
manners.

Edmund Spenser (1552-1599)

Although the days of rigid etiquette have passed,
Spenser’s words are still true; men and women
are judged by their behaviour. Modern etiquette
has its conventions but there are very few hard
and fast rules. The basis of all good manners is
consideration for others and an understanding
of how they would like to be treated.
Unfortunately it seems that life is increasingly
lived according to the gospel of go-getting, which
means putting others well down the list of life’s
priorities. This is a short-sighted attitude as good
manners are based on common sense and are
designed to oil the wheels of society, making
life easier and more comfortable for everyone.
Ignore them and you may be seen to lack
common sense, kindness and knowledge.
Needless to say, everyone, including the most
thoughtful, occasionally make gaffes. Those who
are the most confident carry off such embarrass-
ing situations with panache, using their wit and
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4 Introduction

good humour to navigate between the bricks
they’ve dropped. In Modern Etiquette we have
looked at today’s possible bricks and shown how
to avoid dropping them.

NB. We have not always used both masculine
and feminine words in appropriate contexts, this
is for reasons of brevity, not sexism.

Barbara Gilgallon and Sue Seddon 1988
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EATING, DRINKING
& TABLE MANNERS

At Home

a good dinner and feasting reconciles
everybody.
Samuel Pepys

Sharing a meal with friends is one of the great
pleasures of life. It is, however, best to be or-
ganized, whether it’s an informal supper with
close friends who won't mind if the cutlery
doesn’t match, or a more formal occasion when
you're out to impress. Guest and host can relax
more if things go smoothly and each knows what
is expected of them.

Invitations

Unless it's a very formal occasion most invita-
tions to dinner are made by telephone. Close
friends can be asked at short notice but it’s best
to ask people some ten days in advance, or three
weeks if you want to be certain of their com-
pany. If your friends are absent-minded, remind
them by 'phone or postcard near the date. Make
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8 Eating, Drinking and Table Manners

the invitation clear —date, time and the sort of
evening it will be, so that your guests will arrive
at the right time wearing suitable clothes and
with some idea of who the other guests will be.
Make the invitation definite; don’t expect people
to turn up if you've just mentioned it in passing.

How many?

How many guests you ask depends on you, the
occasion, the size of your table and your budget.
It has been the custom to invite even numbers
so that everyone has someone to talk to at the
table but odd numbers or more men than women
and vice versa simply don’t matter. The impor-
tant thing is to invite friends because you want
them to be there — don’t worry if the numbers
or the sexes are not even.

What time?

Dinner usually begins between eight and nine
o’clock. You can eat later but if it’s a Weekday or
friends have to get back for a babysitter, guests
may have to leave before midnight. The invita-
tion can be 8 pm for 8.30 pm, which means that
you'd like people to arrive from 8 pm onwards
and dinner will begin at 8.30 pm. You can also
invite people for a specific time, in which case
you should serve dinner half-an-hour later and
guests should arrive within twenty minutes of
the given time.
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10  Eating, Drinking and Table Manners

Arrivals

Guests should not arrive early. Anyone who has
ever entertained knows that five minutes before
guests are due to arrive, hosts are often scram-
bling into their clothes, running to the off-licence
for forgotten tonics or scooping a culinary disas-
ter from the kitchen floor. It’s perfectly all right
to arrive ten minutes before dinner is served —
no later or you’ll endanger the food.

Late arrivals

If you know you’re going to be late, ring up,
apologize and say when you hope to arrive. The
host then knows whether to wait for you or to
carry on with dinner so that the food isn’t
ruined. If guests are very late or don’t give warn-
ing, the host should go ahead and serve dinner
so that the food is at its best and the other guests
don’t get too hungry or drunk.

China

If you live in a stately home your table will be
large enough to carry an elaborate dinner serv-
ice. If you don'’t, then only the essentials will fit
on to the average table dinner plates, side (butter)
plates, soup (if you’re serving it) plates or small
plates for the first course, a large serving dish for
the main course and vegetable dishes.
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12 Eating, Drinking and Table Manners

Cutlery ¥

Depending on the menu, you will need
appropriate cutlery for the first course, a knife
and fork for the main course, a spoon and fork
for the pudding and a knife for butter/cheese.
Fish knives and forks and soup spoons are a
help but if you don’t have them, a bit of unob-
trusive washing up between courses will cover
the gaps. Serving spoons are essential, as is a
sharp carving knife. A blunt knife is difficult to
use and will make the meat you are carving look
tough.

Glass

Wine buffs cringe if there isn’t a separate glass
for each wine served. If you entertain by the
book, you will have to provide (and find space
on the table for) glasses for sherry, white wine,
red wine, champagne, water, liqueurs, brandy
and port. Today, most people serve only one
wine and guests often prefer to stick either to
red or to white wine so that only one glass is
needed. If you are serving water, or port and
liqueurs, the glasses can be brought to the table
when needed.
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