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Oxford, England - I am not talking drugs.  I am seated at “The High Table” in “The Hall” of Christ Church College here in Oxford.  A lavish 3-course dinner is underway, complete with multiple servings of fine wine.  There are about 25 of us seated at the high table with each wearing appropriate college gown.  Before dinner is served, an undergraduate student comes forth to read a lengthy invocation in Latin.  I have no idea what he said, and, I am certain, most of the others in the room also have no clue.  But it does set a tone for the evening.
The inside of The Hall is recognizable to many who have seen the Harry Potter films because it was the centerpiece of many scenes from the Hogwarts adventure.  It is a particularly unique dining hall with three sets of long parallel wooden tables with benches on each side.  The lighting is provided by small individual table lamps located every 5 yards so along the huge table surface..  Over 300 undergraduate students can dine here at one setting surrounded by large portraits of past famous members of the college looking down on them from the brown wooden paneled walls on each side.  Entry for the undergraduates is via an impressive stone staircase at an end of the hall.  The food is prepared in a large underground kitchen where dinners have been prepared for centuries;  it is now transported to the dining hall via dumbwaiters. 
Those of us at High Table have arrived here via our own private spiral staircase entrance from a lounge below called the Senior Common Room, a comfy setting where college professors (called “dons”) relax.  Our table is in the front of the room perpendicular to the student (“commoner”) tables and is literally on a raised platform above all the tables below.  This evening my wife and I have been invited guests, possibly due to my return as a retired U.S. Navy Submarine Captain 40 years following my graduation, or, more likely, because I have donated money recently to “The House.”  This is the name with which graduates refer to Christ Church.  
Christ Church College was founded in 1523 by Cardinal Thomas Wolsey (King Henry VIII’s powerful Chancellor).  The grounds had been the home of an Augustinian Priory dedicated to a local saint, Frideswide, a woman who was credited with performing many miracles.  Wolsey named his college, Cardinal College, in honor of guess who???  But when he failed to deliver on extricating Henry from his marriage to Catherine of Aragon, Wolsey lost favor, was stripped of his power, and ultimately accused of treason.  Before he could be tried, and almost certainly convicted, he died in 1530 of natural causes enroute to the trial.  As added insult, Henry proceeded to take over the college and re-name it King Henry VIII's College (these fellows loved to name essentially everything after themselves).  Soon the Protestant Reformation began, and true to form, Henry rolled with the punches and re-named his school, Christ Church, because it was now both a college and an Anglican Cathedral.   The Latin title was Aedes Christi, the House of Christ.  Hence, Christ Church types now rather haughtily always refer to "our" school as The House.
Many of the portraits hanging in the Hall are of the 13 Prime Ministers and 11 Viceroys of Colonial India who have studied here.  Other notables have included the philosopher, John Locke, William Penn (the founder of the colony of Pennsylvania), John Wesley (who started Presbyterianism), W.H. Auden, the poet, Albert Einstein, and perhaps the most famous of the lot, Lewis Carroll, the mathematician who just happened to write Alice in Wonderland while staring out his window watching the young daughter of the Dean of Christ Church playing in one of the gardens below.  Obviously, there has also been a share of rogues who passed through the House, but, as far as I know, none have portraits on the wall of The Hall.
The dinner was spectacular:  roasted breast of duck, with sides of perfectly cooked vegetables, a beet salad, and a clever dessert.  Afterwards we retired down the spiral staircase to the Senior Common Room to sip port while discussing international politics for the next hour or so.  In the process I managed to put in several plugs for my recent novel.
Of course, none of us in attendance takes any of this too seriously.  However, it is very nice to know that some centuries-old traditions are still being preserved and actively practiced.  I think that Henry himself would be delighted to know - and would approve – except that some foreign commoner type was guest of honor at The House.
I thought that you might like to know.
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