A DINNER WITH THOMAS JEFFERSON

PROVES TO BE LUSCIOUS AND ILLUMINATIVE
By Patrick Evans-Hylton | Photography by Jim Pile

here was a brisk, cold
breeze blowing down Duke
of Gloucester Street in Colonial _~—
Williamsburg, fanning bonfires I.‘ =
and scenting the air with burn- |
ing hardwood. The smoke mixed
with the smell of boxwood and pine,
which wafted from holiday wreaths and
swags decorating doorways and windows.

The sky was dark—Prussian blue—with
moody clouds occasionally giving way to a clear
patch revealing tiny, twinkling stars. Indeed,
the street was dark, save candles in windows of
homes and businesses along the thoroughfare
and the occasional bonfire.

It was quiet, by-and-large. Feet shuffled on
brick-lined streets. An occasional burst of downy
snowflakes fell from the clouds, riding silently on
the wind. In the distance, Christinas carols drew
1S near.

The scene outside King's Arm Tavern was
festive; Colonial-era costumed folk mixed with
dining guests, waiting for admittance. Songs
were sung, tales told, and contagious laughter
pierced the night.

Inside, readying for dinner, was Thomas
Jefferson, or rather Bill Barker, Colonial
Williamsburg’s historical inferpreter of the third
president. Soon, the doors were thrown open,
~ and we filed in. Immediately, the warmth of the

fire thawed cold fingers and toes. Wooden chair

legs shuffled across wooden floors, adjusting to

accommodate diners. Candles flickered on the

tables, casting dancing shadows against the wall.
Then Mr. Jefferson joined us.
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Over the next several hours, delicious food
came from the kitchen and was placed in front
of us, each dish paired with an equally wonder-
ful wine. Mr. Jefferson spoke between each
course, talking about his life and about the
foods of the feast we were enjoying. He enter-
tained questions, and even played a fiddle.

During the meal, folks got to know their
tablemates; everyone was seated at several
large tables, family style.

It was easy to forget this was the 21st cen-
tury, what with no electricity on in the room,
servers darting about in period clothing, rich
foods authentic to the period served, and Mr.
Jefferson speaking—in his rich old Virginia
brogue—of events some 200-plus years ago as
if they were current.

The Thomas Jefferson Dinner is an annual
event in Colonial Williamisburg, and always
sells out. It is an enchanting evening of good
food, good wine, good company, education,
entertainment and even patriotisim.

The experience made me think a bit more
about what Jefferson and his contemporaries
were enjoying in taverns and at home. Today
we have the benefit of a global marketplace,
and can readily get wine from just about
+ anywhere in the world at the market or a
| restaurant. Also, close to home, a great
selection of Virginia wine can be enjoyed.
“Wine was the drink of the gentry,”
says Frank Clark, supervisor of Historic
Foodways at Colonial Williamsburg. “Most

cheaper. Beer was the everyday drink.”
Still, wine was available to all, especially
on special occasions like the holidays, or
when guests came 1o dinner.
“But the gentry, they drank wine throughout
the whole time. Not just at meals, but in the
evenings, f0o, and just for fun,” Clark says.
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The palate of Colonial Virginia was the same
as that of 18th-century Britain—a taste for
sweet, fortified wine—not the dry wines of
France.

“French wines were heavily taxed, and
Britain and France were never really getting
along anyway,” says Clark. “But the wines of
Portugal and southern Europe were typically
not taxed, and therefore the wine was cheaper.”

- Vintages in the wine trade of the day includ-
ed Madeira, Port, Sherry and Canary—wines

~ made from grapes largely in and around
the Iberian Peninsula fortified to negate
quality loss during shipping. Barrels of
~ the vino would have made their way to
Colonial America and been transferred ;
into botties for tab]e consumptlon by Lav- |
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