Curious Cosmos

by

Eyes Right

Washington, DC  - We were invited recently to a May Day celebration “Oxford style.”  The cost was $25 per person, and the event was held at the Cosmos Club near Dupont Circle here in Washington.  We decided to try it.

We took the Metro (the DC subway system) to a nearby station and walked a few blocks to the Cosmos.  It is in a tony section of town located at the start of Embassy Row at 2121 Massachusetts Avenue.  The first impression of the actual building is one of wealth, and history.  In fact, the club is located in the Townsend Mansion, an elegant, very large structure with surrounding gardens.  A doorman guarded the entrance.
The history of the mansion is rather impressive.  It was originally built in the latter part of the 19th century by a Californian named Hillyer, who had made his fortune in gold mining. The entire Dupont Circle area had become the “go to” area of Washington with the building of the British embassy nearby in 1875.  Many of the filthy rich of the era who were from outside of Washington, but who desired a mansion in DC with which to entertain and party, flocked to Dupont Circle to erect a mansion.
Mary Scott Townsend, the daughter of a wealthy coal and railroad baron from Pennsylvania (who also happened to be a member of Congress), decided to purchase Hillyer’s place and to dramatically enlarge it.  She hired an architectural firm out of New York and proceeded to throw big bucks at customizing the building to compete with the other new mansions being constructed in the area.  The result, completed in 1901, is still visible today.  It features an exterior of Indiana limestone shaped in the style associated with French kings.  Each of the interior rooms is decorated to reflect a variety of French historical styles.
So we flashed our invitation and went in.  It looked like every other old-money, rich-guy club in DC.  There was a reading room for members, a writing room, a library with very old-looking books, and a dining room.  There were even 12 guest rooms for visitors to spend the night.  We passed a large dining room staffed with formally dressed waitresses and then found ourselves in a narrow hallway with photographs of numerous Cosmos members who have won the Nobel Prize.  Eventually we reached a large hall where the May Day celebration was to occur.

I immediately saw many of the usual suspects, that is, the local members of the Oxford Society who have achieved some degree of notoriety in DC.  One of the most unmistakable is Tom McMillen, a former Congressman who played professional basketball.  At about 6 ft, 8 in, he tends to stand out.  There were also a few current Senators and one Supreme Court Justice.  I chose to pass by and to head directly for the strawberries and cream.

All sorts of drinks, both alcoholic and not, were available, but the strawberries and cream were the featured item, because May Day in Oxford always includes strawberries and cream.  It is, apparently, after months of dreary, depressing winter weather, evidence of the coming spring in the British Isles.  

In the center of the room there was a huge bowl of freshly whipped cream surrounded by mounds of strawberries.  I grabbed a plate, stacked it with strawberries and threw down a large splat of cream in the middle of the plate.  For the next hour, I made small talk with a Brit and his Philippine wife; both work for the World Bank.    There were the obligatory speeches and a few toasts, but the strawberries and cream remained the real stars of the evening.

Within two hours, it was all over.  As we exited the Cosmos, it felt like a time warp back to the present.  They really do not build them like this now.

I thought you might like to know.
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