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A MADEIRA PARTY




Sometime early in the second
quarter of the century, in the
City of Penn, and in what was
then known as Delaware-Fourth
street, soon after dusk in the
evening, occurred the unimportant
events of which I shall speak.

The room was paneled in
white three feet up from the
floor, and above this a fox-hunt
was repeated in lively colors
on every square of the paper
which covered the walls. Great
hickory logs, ablaze on the deep
hearth, cast rosy light on a
mantelpiece, in the style of the
Directory, pretty with Cupids in
relief dragging chariots through
a tangle of roses. A similar
pattern on the ceiling resembled
what a visitor to the Zoölogical
Gardens may see to-day in the
small yellow house called
"Solitude," where Mr. Penn is said
to have been agreeably naughty
and by no means solitary.

Silver candlesticks lighted a
table laid for four, and their light
fell on buff and gold Nankin
china, glass, and glistening plate.
A negro servant, well on in years,
dark as the mahogany he loved
to polish, with fine contrast of
very white hair, moved to and
fro in the room. His task was
clearly grateful. To adjust a
fork, snuff a wick, flick the dust
off a carved Cupid, evidently
gave him a certain grave pleasure.
At last, retreating a little
with head on one side,
artist-like, he considered for a
moment the table and the setting.
This final survey appeared to
be entirely to his liking, for with
a smile of satisfaction he turned
to inspect a row of decanters on
the mantel. One by one he lifted
them gently, saw that the glass
was clean, and for a moment
looked through each decanter
in turn as he held it before the
light of a candelabrum on the
side-table. The necessity to
present a wine absolutely free from
sediment he very well knew.
But it is probable that he also
found distinct pleasure in the
brilliant garnets and varied
amber tints of the several wines
before him; for he possessed, like
most of his race, an appreciative
joy in color, and had, too, more
or less artistic pleasure in the
perfection of the gleaming table
and its perfect appointments.
At last he turned to consider
the question of the temperature
of the precious wines in his
charge. Once or twice, when
to his touch a decanter seemed
too cool, he lifted it with care,
moved it to the hearth, and
after turning it about before the
fire set it back on the mantel.
Finally he looked up at the tall
Wagstaffe clock in the corner,
compared with it a huge silver
watch which he took from his
fob, and throwing open a pair
of mahogany doors, stood aside
as four gentlemen entered the
room. Each, as he went by,
spoke a kindly word to the old
servant. I can fancy the party
made a quaint and pleasant
picture in the old-fashioned
chamber, with their close-fitting
nankeen pantaloons, ample
shirt-ruffles, voluminous neckties, and
brass-buttoned blue coats.

"Pray be seated," said
Hamilton. "Sit on my right,
Chestnut. I wish to see that my good
wine is not wasted. Your first
Madeira-drinking will seem
strange to you. Thirty years
away in Europe! Why, you
were but a boy when you left us!
Well, we are glad to have you
back again."

"And I as pleased to be at
home," said Chestnut. As he
spoke he noted with the readiness
of a close observer of social
life the gentlemen about him
as they settled themselves at
table with an obvious air of
contentment. One, a strangely
slight and very ruddy old man,
after adjusting his napkin with
care over his waistcoat, said,
as he looked up, "Well, well,
you have lost a good deal of time."

"That is sadly true," said the
stranger guest. "I have tasted
no Madeira these twenty years."

"Then I fear, my friend, from
what Hamilton tells me, that you
will hardly appreciate the charm
of one of these little occasions."

"But how could I? And still,
let me assure you, my dear
Mr. Wilmington, that the importance
of the opportunity will not be lost
on me, nor the good wine either, sir."

"I trust not," said the elder
man. "To consider with care
some new Madeiras is—well,
for that a man should have
perfect health and entire tranquillity
of mind. Sir, the drinking of these
great wines is something more
than a social ceremony or the
indulgence of an appetite. It is,
sir—but I see Francis smiling—you
may imagine the rest. I
had an old friend who, when
dying, declined to have his
wine whey made out of a
famous old Madeira, saying that
it was a waste of a good thing
on a palate which was past
knowing sherry from port.
That was, in my opinion, a
well-bred and judicious use of conscience."

"There was a certain refinement
of unselfishness about it,"
said Chestnut. "I was on the
point of asking you if, in your
opinion, these finer wines are
apt to tempt men into coarser
indulgence? I have heard it
so said."

"I do not think it," returned
Wilmington. "I am well aware,
sir, that there are brutes who may
make worse pigs of themselves
with Madeira, or with anything;
but as far as my memory serves
me, I recall no occasion, sir, on
which I have seen men who truly
appreciate this wine, the worse
for it."

"A pretty strong statement,"
laughed Francis.

"I hope, sir, you do not mean
to doubt—"

"Oh, by no means," cried the
other, interrupting the irascible
old man. "Not I. Pardon
me—a thousand pardons!"

"Enough, sir! Thank you,"
and he bowed formally. "I was
saying, or I was about to say,
when—but, no matter"—And
he turned to their host:

"I hope, Hamilton, you have
not arranged for a heavy supper."

"How could you suspect me
of that? A trifle of terrapin,
without wine in the dressing, as a
friend gave them to me last week
in Baltimore. Then I shall offer
you the breast of a canvasback.
That is all. For an honest and
refined study of Madeiras which
are new to the palate, one should
have supped wisely and not too well."

"It seems so odd," said Chestnut,
"to come back to terrapin
and canvasbacks. I was unwise
enough to send my French
servant yesterday to buy some
terrapin, never dreaming he could
have any difficulty with a written
order, as also he speaks English
fairly. He returned with the
statement that the old dealer you
commended to me would not serve
Mr. Hamilton's friend parce qu'il
n'avait pas des comtes."

"Is that a true tale, Chestnut?"
asked Francis, amid the
amusement of the others.

"Yes, it is true. It was
explained to me later that the
dealer said the terrapin were
not counts. I believe my man
came back with an obscure
idea that terrapin belong to
the nobility. He did fetch me
some very fine ducks, however."

"Talking of ducks, my dear
Wilmington," said Francis, "tell
Chestnut what Wharton said
of them at dinner here last week."

The gentleman addressed
looked up. His face, on which
were many furrows of laughter,
grew slowly merry at the remembrance
of the jest he was called on to repeat.

"Oh, some of us were
rather heavily discussing the
duck-shooting on the Chesapeake.
Wharton does not shoot, and,
getting tired of the talk, said
quietly, 'Did it ever happen to
any of you to go out after
Russia duck and get nothing but
canvas back?"

"For a moment we were all
caught by the verbal likelihood
of it; but when the laugh came
it broke up the duck talk, to
Wharton's delight."

"Ah, he said charming things;
and now they are mostly
forgotten," said the host.

"Well, well," cried Wilmington,
"so are the dinner and the
wine of last year; but one would
have been worse off without
them. What was it he said of
Colonel M——? Oh, yes. How
the merry ghost of a jest haunts
one, and at last recalls the
substance! The colonel had been
in the army, and later settled on a
sugar-plantation. Wharton said
of him, quoting Burns, "'His
'prentice han' he tried on man,
and then he made the lasses O!"'"

"Delightful!" cried Chestnut.

"Here is the terrapin," said
Hamilton; and the supper went
on with luxurious simplicity.
Next came the ducks, which
the host adroitly carved. Then
the cloth was removed, the
shining candelabra replaced on the
polished mahogany table, and
a crust of bread on a plate set
by each guest. Meantime the
talk continued, while Chestnut
looked on, much amused at the
gravity which of a sudden fell
upon the party.

"Olives?"

"No," said Wilmington,
declining. "Nothing cleans the
palate like bread. For red wines,
a peach helps one's taste. Your
table is perfect, Hamilton;" and,
turning to the servant, "It does
you credit, Uncle John. How
many a fellow must have rolled
under it when it was young! Ah,
your old decanters and those
coasters could tell some queer tales."

"A pretty word, 'coaster,'"
remarked Chestnut. "Coasters
delivering wine at the human
harbors around the table."

"It is not in the dictionaries,"
said Francis.

"Odd, that," returned Hamilton.
"You may like to know,
Chestnut, that at this table
Washington, Lafayette, and Franklin
have dined."

"All Madeira men, I doubt
not," said Wilmington; "that
accounts for a good deal."

"Perhaps," said the host,
smiling. "Ah, I see you glancing at
the cigars, Chestnut. But,
alas! they are forbidden until the
Madeira has been tasted."

"Cigars!" exclaimed Wilmington.
"The mere odor in
a room destroys the palate."

"I have never held to this
belief," said Francis, addressing
Chestnut. "But it is common
among the lovers of wine. I
would like to put Wilmington
on oath as to this strange
opinion. At least he will permit me
to ask him if he believes that
smoking affects the taste of all
wines?"

"There is but one wine," returned Wilmington.

"And his name is Madeira,
of course," laughed Francis.
"But there are other juices of
the grape which cannot be quite
set aside as bastards."

"I might give a little
corner of esteem to the highest
grades of Burgundy," said the
old gentleman. "No other,
not even the finest claret, but
is underbred compared to this
aristocrat."

"I can't go quite so far as
that," said Francis. "Ah, me!
Do you remember, Hamilton,
that gay day at Dijon, long
years ago, in the Hôtel Jura,
and the way that old innkeeper
fell in love with you, and
lavished on us a varied
harem of wines ever better and
better, until at last you
admitted, as to a famous Beaune,
that it was equal to any Madeira—"

"What—what—I, sir? No,
sir! My judgment must have
been disturbed."

"Oh, it is true."

"Well, maybe; but—it is
not so to-day," said Wilmington.
"There is but one wine.
I loved it when I was young;
no new mistress can disturb my
affections. I never touch it
now without a thought of the
friends at whom I have smiled
a health across it in days long
past. For the fool, a wine is
wine and nothing more."

"True, true," said Francis.
"For me too, it is a magician.
I never lift to my lips a glass
of this noble wine without
seeing faces that are gone,
and hearing the voices and the
laughter and the jests that are
no more."

"Wine makes poets of us all!"
exclaimed Hamilton. "Once
I asked Wilmington what he
saw, for he was staring down
into his glass, and he said he
saw memories. By George! we
were all as still as mice for a
moment. But he is right;
there is but one wine, and that,
like tobacco, is an American
discovery."

"I can talk tobacco with you
all day," said Chestnut. "Wine
is another matter. We should
have a monument to that
unknown Indian brave who
evolved the pipe. How did he
do it? There is the simplicity
of genius about it. I can
understand the discovery of America,
and the invention of printing;
but what human want, what
instinct, led up to tobacco?
Imagine intuitive genius capturing
this noble idea from the odors
of a prairie fire! Surely, Lamb's
roast pig was nothing to the
discovery of the gentle joy of a
wholesome pipe."

"What a droll fancy!" said
Francis. "I envy that fellow his
first smoke—the first pipe of man."

"My envy," said Chestnut,
"is reserved for that medieval
priest who by happy chance
invented champagne. His first
night in the convent wine-cellar
with the delicious results of his
genius must have been—I wonder
no poet has dwelt on this theme."

"We were talking about
Madeira," remarked Wilmington,
impatiently. "You were about
to say, Hamilton—"

"Only that I am not quite so
clear as to our credit for
discovering Madeira," said their host.

"No? It is all in Smith's
'Wealth of Nations.' Great
Britain allowed no trade with France
or Spain; but as to what were
called non-enumerated articles
we were permitted to trade with
the Canary and Madeiras. We
took staves and salt fish thither,
and fetched back wines. It so
happened that the decisive
changes of weather our winter
and summer afford did more to
ripen this wine than its native
climate. The English officers
during the French war found
our Madeiras so good that they
took the taste to England."

"And yet," said Chestnut,
"Madeira is never good in
England. Is it climate, or that they
do not know how to keep it?"

"Both—both," returned
Wilmington. "They bottle all wines,
and that is simply fatal.
Madeira was never meant to be
retailed. It improves in its own
society, as greatness is apt to do."

"I myself fancy," said the
host, "that despite English usage,
even port is better for the larger
liberty of a five-gallon
demijohn. I tried this once with
excellent result. The wine became
pale and delicate like an old
Madeira."

"How all this lost lore comes
back to me as I used to hear it
at my father's table!" said
Chestnut. "I recall the prejudice
against wine in bottle."

"Prejudice, sir?" retorted
Wilmington, testily. "Your
demijohn has one cork; your
five gallons in bottles, a dozen
or two of corks, and the corks
give an acrid taste. Some wise
old Quaker found this out, sir.
That is why there is so little
good wine in Charleston and
Boston. They bottle their wine.
Incredible as it may seem, sir,
they bottle their wine."

"That is sad," returned Chestnut, gravely.

"Keep it in demijohns in
moderate darkness under the
roof," returned Francis. "Then
it accumulates virtue like a
hermit. I once had a challenge
from the Madeira Club in
Charleston to test our local
theory. They sent me two dozen
bottles of their finest Madeira.
When we came to make a trial
of them, we were puzzled at
finding the corks entire, but not
a drop of wine in any of the
bottles. At last I discovered that
some appreciative colored
person had emptied them by the
clever device of driving a nail
through the hollow at the base
of the bottles. I found, on
experiment, that it could easily
be done. A letter from my
friends forced me to tell the story.
I fancy that ingenious servant
may have suffered for his too
refined taste."
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