LAS for human happiness that human enjoy-
ments must, sooner or later, come to an end.
We cannot devote all the year to mince-pies
gnd pantomimes ; there is a Black Mouday
for us all; and the arrival of February warns
us that this mslancholy period is fast ap-
proaching. The holidays of the winter season
are over; the refreshing family réunions of
Christmas are long past; the surprises of the
“tree” are by this time quite forgotten; New
Year’s Day and Twelfth Night have been en-
joyed ; and the children have returmed to
The oniy festival that remains to vs is that of
St. Valentine ; the pleasures of which, be it said, with all
respect, are of a limited and exclusive, rather than of a
socizl character. Something must be done. We have be-

3 A come too habitnated to holidays, to be able to give them

= up at once; so indemnify ourselves for the two dull
months which are before uvs, ere we can hope for spring thoughts or spring
pleasures, by a short sapplsmentary season of evening parties ; which, re-
taining somewhat of the joyous character of Christmas time, are often among
the most agreeable of the year. In the country, indeed, which promises more
congenial enjoymentsfor the summer, this is the height of the orthodox seazon.
February is there the month nsually selected for the recurrence of those
grand annual festive gatherings which are among not the least important
features of rural life. Let us bid adieu for a night to London, Mr. Blagrove
and Madame Jullien, and wend our wey to some promising field fer observa-
tion in the vicinity of a flonrishing country town, ing what is popularly
called ** & neighbourhood ;" not so far from the great city astobe too unsophis-
ticated, or £o near to it s to have lest, in the manners and cnstoms of the
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metropolie, its own peculiar characteristics, General descriptions, it must be
acknowledged, are often as unsalisfactory as genmeral invitations; we will,
{herefore, Asmodens-like, introduce ourselves quietly into some mansion in
& locality which possesses all the requisite attributes, and in which various cir-

£ important in th Ives, but eloguent to the initiated, combine
to satlsfy us that an evening party is at hand. I havein my mind’s eye the
very house. It is a substantial, thriving locking residence, not withont a
claim to antiquity ; for, though surrounded by no park, and approached by no
avenue, 1t can boast a lawn smooth as velvat, and a cedar worthy of oversha-
dowing the oldest rnin in the land. It seems to form a Jink between the
“cottage of gentility” and thelodge-bounded demesne of the county family 5
and its owners probably oceupy a similar position in the grade of sociely. That
they aro not behind the impriwing spirit of the age, we may infer from the
additions, evidently recent, of a bandsome portico and weil-designed conserva-
tory. Within this aboda all hasbesn bustle and commotion from an early hour
in the morning, and each one of its denizens is earnestly oceupied in the
accomplishment of bis or her allotted duties. The only exception to the rule,
perhaps, is the worthy heal of the family, who, baving found himself in the
way wherever he went, has wisely improvised an engagement to look at an eli-
gible piece of land which will ghortly be on sale on a neighbouring estate.
As the groom, * for this occasion only” transformed into a Merenry, is absent
on some mission, of rital importance, to the nearest town, his master uncom-
plainingly saddles his own horse and quietiy departs, promising to return in
time to get cool and collected before his share of the duties of the day are
in demand. Mamma, who may have been a thriity well-trained clergyman’s
daughter, knowing that where a perfect ensemble is desired, the minor details
must not be deemed unworthy of attention, has adjourned to fashion with
her own experienced hands the turretted lobster castle which is to form
s0 distingnished an ornament to her supper-table ; and to superiniend tha
anxious process of turning out of the more elaborate designs in cream and

iz L e L e e i

= e U
et e OB o e e i X PR R

T




THE ILLUSTRATED LONDON ALMANACK FOR 1853.

Jelly. Everything except the ice is to be hnmu—mnds, yet good and ele-
gant; and in the hands of =0 experienced a manpager it is more than proba-
ble that the absence of confectioners’ shops in the neighbonrhood may be
rather an advantage than otherwise. We can only judge from external
Bppearances; bat when, all preliminaries being completed, the tables are
at length covered and arranged, we must confass that the coup d'asil
is decidedly satisfactory. Tha absence of barley-sugar temples tempting
no one to desecrats them; of miniature banners displaying the word
“contract ” as distinetly as thongh it were emblazoned upon them, and of similar
artificial decorations, is advantageonsly supplied by a profosion of beantiful
flowers and hotAhouse farns, the very sight of which wonld to a London eye be
a luzury in itself, After many Jjourneys of observation and roform to the
various points of yiew, the critical eye of the Jady is at length satisfied; she
acknowledges to herself that all former efforts have been surpassed, and haging
received from the family assembled in conclave a vote of approval and admu'a-
tion, dismisses from her mind all anxiety as to the resnlt.

During this interval, an equally busy and far more nolsy scene is enacting in
the spacious drawingroo Three blooming, though it must be confessed
rather disordered Graces, dmzhtm of the honse, are here to bo fonnd with the
dear friends who have beena.dmmaed to sspac'lal share in those plensnraa D!‘prepa-
ration which will so much ent theenjoy tof theeveni
in adorning with evergresns every nook and | ‘carner, mvenie‘nt or mcnnveniunt,
for the purpose.  The rest are eagerly carrying info gxecution a brilliant idea
with which one of the party has snddenly been inspired. It is neither more nor
1288 than the transformation into an elegant boudoir of an adjoining sanctum
belonging to the eldest brother, who, after & good-naturcd protest, lounges
idly by to witness the dtslodgment of his lares and penntus. fishing-rods
and fofls, t and meerch ara ig ly pelled to 18-
mota biding-places: may they be fol‘thcn:niug when they are wanted! The
moreen curiains which have been comsidered “good enongh for Charles,” are
being replaced by lace ones; an elegant conch and various odd-shaped,
fashionabie looking ottomans, which have been necessarily expelled from
the drawingroom,are in course of substitution for his horse-hair chairs and sofs 3
and a chess-table, print-stand, and other trifles having been introduced, the effect
is prononneed perfect.
could ever have witnessed the lighting of a cigar, or the entrée
favourites mora destructive to order than a sister’s pet Blenheim.

These pleasant labonrs are at ]ength abridged by the hasty early dinner, a
kind of in-door pic-nie, with its nsual scarcity of plate and attendants, which
is, nevertheless, most cheerfully endared. Then follows the arrangement of
thie liberal contribations of owers which pour in during the day from friends
and neighbonrs, and by the time six bonquets are achieved—no light task of
itself—and innomerable vases fillpd, the gloom of a Fobroary evening has in-
sensibly cloced around them, At this oppertune moment, a loud ring as the
door bell announces the arrival by the afterncon train of the second brother from
London, where he is stundying for the bar. He is accompgnied by some half-
dozen select friends, whose good looks, good manners, and good dancing, are to
give especial éclal to the entertainment.  The hoyss party, unmindful of their
déshabille, hasten to receive and welcome the new-comers, who are
speedily regaled with a substantial tea in the nursery, which is found to be the
only room available for the purpose. During the hour thus devoted to the
ravival of their exhausted energies, a rapid apy to seqnaint: hip is
made by those of the circle who now meet for the first time, whilst [crma:r
friendships are vigorously reviving. In duoe time the party separate to com-
mence the duties of the toilet, each resolving, no doubt, to appear to the
best advantage, and not indisposed to outshine his or her neighbour, though, of
course, quite in a friendly way.

By-and-by, & strong odour of coffes diffuses itself throughout the houss, and
a general illamination takes place. After a somewhat protracted period of
silence, the dressing-room doors open onme by one, and the whole party is
again re-assembled around the drawingroom fire. Marvellous, indeed, is
the improvement effected in their appesrance by the occcupations of the
last two hours: each might have been touched, like Cinderells, with the wand of
a fairy godmother. The Graces aforesaid, in their fresh white dresses, relieved
by crimson camelliay, would not have been easily recognised as the trio of
the morning, and do not look a whit less mischievous for the simplicity of
attire on which mamma always insists in their own home. The travellers
not unwilling, probabiy, to disseciate from themselves any unsatisfactory
impressions which might have been derived from the rongh coats and shooting
boots in which theyhad made their enirée, have achieved a toilet more than usually
soignée, and feel with complacency that the honour of the metropolis will suffer no
discredit in their persons, Thelittle interval { lelsure which precedes the arduous
duties of reception is, we observe, varionsly employed. Some are gossiping
about the expected guests, others salveady contracting and registering engage-
ments. Here a conple are testing the floor in a valse, and there Charles is un-
dergoing a lecture on the impropriety of devoting himself too exclusively to the
beauties of the evening, to the prejudice of the elaims of their elder sisters,
The culprit only laughs, and will by no means promise amendment ; but his moni.
tress is consoled by the chivalry of the London phalanz, who entreat—sincerely, it
is to be hoped—that they may be made useful in auy way, even to the extent of
dancing with married ladies, old maids, school girls, er dowdigs in general,

The first grating of carriags-wheels is at length heard on the gravel, the
whole party involuntarily draw themselves up, mentally and physically, for the
recoptionof the new eomers ; who do not, however, make their appearance for some
time. They are, no doubt, lingering overthe glass till shame shall compel them
to quit it, and faking coffe to the full extent of human ability, in the vain
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It would really be difficult to believe that those walls |

hope of sharing with other visitors their undesired pre-eminence in the
virtne of punctuaiity. But all is in vain, the servant is waiting to an-
nouncs them, and they have no alternative but to enter upon the seene, which
they do with a frank, cordial air, intended to imply that they have come
early to enjoy as much as possible of their friends’ socisty, and not by any means
becanss the carriage has to return for the convenience of a second detachment
of the fa.mjly. A conversalion arises on the state of the roads, the maturity
of the moon—no unimportant element in our country entertainments—and a
recent party in the neighbourhood, until fresh arrivals oceur to create a diver-
sion, Group after group enters the room, some boldly, some deprecatingly ; but
each bearing, to the eye of & casual observer, & general likeness to the other.
Qceasionally, however, our attention is arrested by one which is not withont
some decided characteristies of its town, Here, for instance, we observa a
prond father and mother with the young danghter, who has evidently been per-
mitted to anticipate her legitimate débuf on this oecasion, and looks not gnite
ot eass in her new dress.  There, is a coapls whom the slight nervonsness of the
gentleman taken in connexion with the white meiré of the lady, prociaim to ba
brids and bridegroom, and by virtue of their newly-ascquired dignity, the hero
and heroing of the night. The lady will be duly escorted in all honour to the
Dowagera’ dais, whence, I suspeet, she will take the earliest opportunity of
effecting her cscﬁpa. Heve, again, Is & young clergyman of High Chareh
views, who has come on account of **his sister;” he looks rether
guilty, bnt Lis scroples will probably not iuterfers with his wlfi-
mate enjoyment of the evening's pleasure. At lingth the arrival of
the family of Lha connty member, with such guests as may be
enjoying their hospitality, proclaims that the busi of the evening must com-
mance in earncst. The only obstacle is unfortunately ratuar an important cno,
the non- nmval of the musicians, concerning whom : - surmises ocenpy
the mind of the hostess, Have they proved faithless, and bn:rken their long-
stending engagement with herself in favour of opposition festivities somewhere
else; or have they been waylaid or upset in their transit from the distant town?
Either suggestion seems equally alarming ; for notwithstanding our friend’s well-
Eknown bienevolence, itis to be feared that her anxions thoughts are now directed to
them in their abstract capacities of harp and cornet, rather than as mere hnman
beings. Every oneis on the gui vive, and something must be dome; #othe
second daughter, who has a musieal reputation fo sustain, plsys a lively
polka with great energy and effect. The ice is broken. The coun-
tenances of all, save those who have mo pariners, light op perceptibly, and
matteu generally be;:ln o brighten, DPuring the progress of the dance, the

har ts present Ives, and take advantage of the confusion
to glids quietly into their accustomed corner ; the mind of the hostess is relieved
and ** all goes merry as 8 marrisge bell.” The Iadies seem resolved to honour the
oceasion with their best smiles as well as dresses, the gentlemen, upon the whole
with their most attentive manners and active exertions. Some few, it is true,
are at first a little bashfal, and content themselves with standing in the hall
and casting envions glances thr'ough the open door at the progress made by
their more adventurons brethren, but fortunately the friends from London area
host in themselves, and are prepared to do duty for the defanlters, were they
twica as numerons,

The impromptu boudoir is most fal, and many & young couplebless it,
tempting seclusion. They atroll in perhaps, after & dance, for rest, and a little
quiet, sensible conversation over the printstand ; and in due timeyield their place
1o others, for the sense too often becomes sentiment, and when that happens, the
attractions of the boudoir yield to those of the conservatory. Many a little
episode—now touching, now I will those ge trees and Chinese
lanterns witness in the course of this eventful evening : but we must be as discreet
as they are. Meanwhile, dance has succeeded dance, and the honra have sped
so rapidly that the young people (we will not answer for the chaperons) are quite
astonished when the arrival of tiwvelve o’clock is announced by & movement of
the seniors to the supper table. The first proceedings of the matrons of the
conclave, who are probably meditating similar hospitalities, is to look round in

| queat of ideas and movcities, and this duty performed they betake them-

selves to practical experiments on the good cheer before them. After a reason-
able time, the hostess gives & signal for departure, being not unmindful of the
necessities of her younger friends, who, headed by one or two famished and ad-
venturous conples, erowd in with great despateh. By a little management, seats
are found for all, and the gentlemen attend to the wants of their fair partners
with not the less alacrity that they are able at the same time to minister
totheir own. At length, the secession of some of the mora inveterate dancers
produces a general return to the drawingroom with greatly-imptoved capacity
forenjoyment. Aboni two o'clock, the member's party take a gracious leave,
and their example is {followed by the more aristocratic portion of the guests. One
could almost fancy that on their departure the hilarity increases, rather than
otherwise ; certain it is, that for some time the spirit of the evening does not flag
in the least. At length, however, farewells become more frequent, and unwill-
ing daughters are rothlessly carried off, to the despair of prospective partners.
The moment arrives when the last lady is handed to her carriage—a seat on the
box being secured for the latest of those stray young men who come no one
knows how, and always trust to cireumstances and charity for their conveyance
home—and the hall door closes for the night. A few moments are devoted to
mutual congratulations on the unparalleled snceess of the evening, and after a
serigs of leave-takinga, rather impressive, by the way, on the part of the London
friends, the ladies retire to sleep or talk, and the gentlemen return to the sup-
per-table to finish the lobster-castle and a fresh bottle of champagzne, which
papa has liberally ordered as a finale. In half an hour silence reigns through-
out the house.
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