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1.0 Buckingham Palace Royal Dining... 
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THE TIDBITS AND ODD FACTS
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So maybe you'd like to dine like the royal family? Or possibly attend a dinner at one of their many palaces? Maybe you dine royally while day dreaming.

If by chance there is ever an opportunity for you to go to dinner with HRH at the palace, here are a few things you may find interesting... The silver service (aka "The Grand Service") is so large, and so complete with every type of utensil imaginable, it takes eight (yes... eight) palace employees at least three weeks to get ready for setting on the tables. Though the Grand Service is kept by the Yeoman of the Silver Pantry (that is the actual title) in a controlled atmosphere, each piece still needs to be washed, shined and polished to perfection prior to a State Dinner.

Don't think about asking the Queen to "Please pass the salt." She has her own salt dip, or salt cellar, and it is not part of the 2,000 plus silver pieces used for a State Dinner. The Queen's is a salt dip that was made by Nicholas Clausen in 1721.
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All of this comes from a wonderful book entitled "For the Royal Table: Dining at the Palace" and was created by "The Royal Collection" in Great Britain. It includes historic menus, royal traditions, the silver, the crystal, the china... everything the royal family has used for the past 500 years. 

"The style of dining has changed considerably over the centuries, as can been seen from the elaborate menus and recipes from past royal banquets. At a lavish dinner given by Charles II for the Garter Knights at Windsor Castle in 1671, guests were served 145 dishes during the first course, and the catering included 16 barrels of oysters, 2,150 poultry, 1,500 crayfish, 6,000 asparagus stalks and 22 gallons of strawberries."and much more.
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Menu for the Wedding Breakfast of King George VI and Queen Elizabeth in 1923
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The table gets white glove treatment.​
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1.1 Introduction & a Little History 
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The contemporary photographs show how Royal Household staff, including chefs, footmen, pages, florists and housemaids, guarantee the highest standards of presentation at a State Banquet.  The laying of the table begins two days before the dinner, and each place-setting measure exactly 45cm (18in) across. 

During the meal, a system of ‘traffic lights’ keeps the team of footmen and pages synchronized; a blue light communicates ‘stand by’ and an amber light signal ‘serve the food’. Each guest has six glasses (one each for red wine, white wine, water and port, and two for champagne–one for the toast and one for the pudding course). A diagram of the arrangement of the glasses guides those who are unfamiliar with the sequence of service.

From the Royal Photograph Collection is a charming series of portraits of Queen Victoria’s footmen and pages, many of whom had started in royal service under her uncle, William IV. Serving food in a royal palace presented particular challenges. Staff were instructed that ‘trays must be kept level so that there is no spilling of gravy or sauces. At Windsor Castle every dish had to be carried up narrow stairs from the Great Kitchen to the State Apartments.  

The chefs always made twenty extra dishes for each course in case of a disaster.  Following the devastating fire of 1992, the restoration of the Castle included a complete refitting of the kitchen quarters, adding lifts to deliver the food.  Royal Household staff still prepare food in the Great Kitchen, the oldest working kitchen in England, were traditional copper pots from reign of George IV stand alongside high-tech catering equipment."

How you set a table creates the first impression at any dinner party. It sets the tone for the evening and confesses the depth of the efforts made to create a perfect event for your guests. Less formal parties are marked by a buffet style setting where there are no place settings, only stacks of plates and piles of cutlery. A formal dining room set perfectly cannot only be beautiful but meaningful.

Formal table settings are an art form. The traditions surrounding placement are grounded in history, can be traced back to the Old Testament and are even found in the writings of Homer. Historically, taking the time to set a proper place at the dining table with the correct utensils was just as important as using the proper manners while eating. Even today, the care that is taken to make sure a dinner party is perfect honors every guest.

Originally, each item at a setting was decided by the seating arrangements of the invited guests. Seating arrangements were decided by the hosts and organized according to comfort, mobility, and ease of conversation. Being seated next to the host was always considered the seat of honor. The way the table was set was not much different from the way we set the table today. The rules of table setting are a blend of traditions that stem from European history.

During the Middle Ages, cutlery was not common and only a spoon was provided at each place setting. Each guest brought their own cutlery to dinners. Men would use their daggers to cut food and the women would be served by the men. Forks had not yet arrived from Italy, so much of the food was eaten with fingers. However, with the knives being both weapons and utensils, people were continually puncturing their mouths, leading to the development of table cutlery around the sixteenth century.

During this time, dinner courses were served much like our family style dinners we still enjoy today. The food was brought out to the tables in large bowls or on large platters that served two or more guests, and everyone ate at the same time. This was called service à la française meaning service in the French style, and it was the chosen method of place settings for royalty and nobility from the Middle Ages through the Victorian Era.

Between 1750 and 1900 there was a shift that led to even more elaborate table settings and serving etiquette. Service à la française gave way to service à la russe, or service in the Russian style. This style of service involved courses being brought to the table in sequential order by servants who used dishes and utensils specific to the dish being served. This style of serving dinner and table setting is like dining at a restaurant today.
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The service à la russe is the tradition that has become the standard to which we consider table setting etiquette today. Place settings became part of the décor and grew into elaborate displays that are still practiced by those who enjoy formal dining today. The formality of the setting is what creates the impressive display. In order to do it correctly, there are rules that need to be followed.

To begin, all lower edges of the utensils should align with the bottom rim of the plate and rest about one inch away from the side of the plate as well as the edge of the table. Each utensil should be handled by the waist to avoid any fingerprints. Each setting requires a minimum of 15 inches between settings to maintain comfortable elbow room for each guest.

Butter should be waiting for each guest on individual butter plates, and the water glasses should be filled. The wine should be ready but not poured. The water glass should be placed one inch from the tip of the butter knife. The knives should be placed facing the plate. Do not place more than three places of flatware along either side of the plate at one time unless you are using an oyster fork.

Forks are to be placed to the left of the plate with the furthest from the plate being the salad fork. The basic rule is to place utensils from the outside in, according to the order they will be used. Therefore, at more formal meals where the salad is served after the main course, the forks should be ordered accordingly.

The dinner plate is placed on the table as the main course is being served, not when the guests are seated. Large plates are to be laid about one inch from the edge of the table. The salad plate is to be placed to the left of the forks, while smaller plates like the salad, fish, and dessert plates are to be placed about two inches from the edge of the table.

The dinner knife is to be placed on the right side of the plate directly one inch away from the plate, and the blade should be facing the plate. However, if the main course requires a steak knife, it can be substituted for the dinner knife. 

The soup spoon is to be placed at the far right of the outside knife. A small bread plate should be placed above the forks, but above and to the left of the service plate. The butter spreader is to be laid out on the bread and butter plate. 
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Glassware is where you may use a bit of your own creative freedom, but still within limits. It is customary to provide a water goblet and one wine glass. However, if the table is not too crowded, arranging glassware for additional drink courses is to your liking. For instance, the glasses can be arranged parallel with the edge of the table or diagonally toward the edge of the table.

Water goblets are to be placed closest to the hand of your guest, approximately one inch above the tip of the dinner knife. The wine glass should sit directly to the right and slightly above the water goblet.

Napkins should be placed directly in the center of the place setting or to the left of the last fork. A cup and saucer are to be placed to the right of the setting, and a coffee spoon sits to the right of the saucer, one inch beyond the outmost piece of flatware. The top edge of the saucer should be aligned with the top rim of the plate or bowl of your setting. The cup handles should be at the four o’clock position for easy access.

The dessert spoon (or knife) is laid on the table above the dinner plate, horizontally with the handle facing right. The dessert fork is to be laid beneath the dessert spoon with the handle facing left.

Because more people use salt than pepper, the salt should be placed on the right, positioning it closer to the hand that is most commonly used.

Today, formal table settings and dining etiquette that dictates each setting are a beautiful combination of both service à la française and service à la russe. The formal place setting is designed to be a stunning display while maintaining functionality during the meal.

When you decide to plan a formal dining experience, taking the time to plan the perfect table setting to match your menu is a
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