
The Wfiterrs Ctalt
Yout story idea:
Musl it suggest action as exciting
as a video game?
Does it need to be tunny
oa violent or aomantic?
How can you turn an ',ordinary"
idea into an exllaordinary story?
Here's how Roald Dahl does it.

A @
TASIEE

OF €-ROAI,D DATfl
by Roben S. Boone

A hosl challenges his glest !o identify thevarrety and theyearofthe wine beinqserued
for dinner. Afrer a large ber is placed, theguest goeson to guess correctly. But before hecan collect hls pnze. an oulsiderenLers and an.nounces that cheating has taken place.
How does this story idea strike you? A li le bor.ing? l',laybe- Afler all, itdoes not promise viotenl ac-

tion, sexy characteG, or laughs. The situation
maght appeal to an older reader, but nono students
of the '8Os. you have pac-Mano and pam Ewlng.

But this material, in fact, does excite sluoents
when Roald Dahlturns it into a shorl story. The ac_lron, wn'te sl ighl, pul ls you into the ptol. The char-aclers are easy to understand. And there arelaughs, too. If you have read ..Taste," you can ap-preciate Dahl 's ski l l ful writ ing:even if  y;u have norread it, you still can delight in how cleveflv hemolds his setl ing, hjs characters, and his Dtot.

SETTING
.Allot 

"Taste" takes place insidelhedining roomol an Englishman named Michael Schofield. As the

narralortells us on the fi6l page, the room exudes
.elegance and coziness:

The Lall candles. the Jellow roses, the auanuty o{ shiny silver. the three wine qlasses uo
each person, and above all the faini srnell ofroasting mear from the kitchen broughuhe
llrst warm oozings of saliva to my mouth.
As the slory develops, Dahl refiinds us that we

are in asociety in which peopleeat komexpensrve
china, not from cheap plastic. As Michaet ano rheguests begin to quarreloverthe exact lefihsofthe
bet, the nanator obsewes that ,,the roasl beef lav
before us on our ptates, stowly steaming. Latei.
lhe narrator poinls to the maid..standina in the cor.
ner holding a dish of vegetabtes, 

-wonoenng
whether lo come torward or not. Amaid! What a
civilized setting!

We can even imagjne what Dahl has not de-
scribed-the si lky oriental rugs, the shining ma_
hoganytabl€, the dark walls with portraits. the lowgolden l ight, and the sounds of Bach drif t ino.
through. - l

And the people-sitting erect and conversing in
low voices-add more to the tone of lho setiing.
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'Ve can plcture the three men in black tuxedos with "different," or,,slightly obscene." The narator con--white ties and the rhree women in tastefully ele slders Prat's appearance equally hatetul:ganl gowns.Ol lhese s:r ifidividuals none blends in
more elfortlessiy than j:]:charo Pratt, the g--L 

-i Hewasaboutl tvyearsold4nddidnothavea
honorand the man wha bers trls nost trE canil;J pleasant face somehow ii was all mouth a.d
lhe wine. Pra 

 

is a wet, ,,no,vn London gou.met. He ::]- 
' '^ 

__.
belongs to the scene:s surely aslo th; ta .,,Add.to Pratt's conceit a heaw touch ot c.uelty.
canoles and th6 velto!! ties. e witness tt early in the story: the dinner begins

with a perfec y preDared lish coursethat Michael,
#iii POINi -: VIEW natuntly, hopes Pratt wittpraise. But Instead of sa-

Dahi could have ap:: riad a thirdpe.son nar- voring the fish, Pratt literally tums his back to talklo
ratortotellthis story. c-, r ,,could have used oneof Michael's attractive eighteen-yearold daughter
his principal characr.., -\lachael Schofield or Only when the maid is about to remove his un-
Richard Pratt. Insteac,, .:, selects an unnamed touched plate does Pratt pivot and wolf down the
guest sitling at the s,r-,r,r trble. What does this food with "rapid, jabbing movements of the fork,'
choice-accomplish? He then tums to resume his conversalion with the

Forf,;e thing, beca! " ,:je guest is an insider, he 9::slt9j-.T1" nanator.notes that Michaei's lace
can pass onto us ins:, ,, , riormation. such as ihe seemed lo loosen slightly and lo sag "
faci that Pratt has di. ,: hrre two oth€r times. At
both of these occas i, i ,e collecled smafl priz€s
for guessing lho nan r '.,i ihe wine.

The others In the story-the narrator, hls wife,
Michael's wife, and his daughter-have no dle
tinguishing qualities. We see clea yontytheeager
host and his mean and manipulative guesr.

PLOT
Sho.tly after the fish episode, Michael b.ings out

a bottle of wine and challenges Pratt to idenflfy it."lL/hat about this one, Richard? you'll never name
this one." Pratl,',looking €xceedlngty borcd,"
shows little interest al fkst but grows curious when
the bet is increased. Then, taking advantage of
Michael's lingerlng angerov€rthe fish incident, he

sit at the table. We eiperience thg sumDluous
-almosphere. We wa,rn Pratt engage Michael,s'faughter ln deep cor',i:sation. We observe pratt
Ynaneuver his hosl inr\, a foollsh bet. We scrutinize
his everywln+lasling qr,i::i. From afar, this activity
might app€ar ordinan/. Sut we are UD Close. lt iS

Thisunique first-pe:'.,irn point of view also gives
us aclos€ look at lhe:i!i-Jt;e action. As r€aders. we

CHAflACTERS
The characle.s in 'Taste" are not complicated.

Nor are Iney especially we developed. Llke the
characle€ ln most short storjes_as opposed tO
cha.aclers rn novels-each of these people repr6
sents one or two definite traits. These dictate the
characte/s t€havior.

Michael Schotield, the host, is a stockbroker,.somewhal emDarrassed, almost ashamed to flnd
that he has maoe so much money with so litfle tal-
ent." He ls oelerm'ned, rherefore. lo make himselfjnto a "man oI cul lure' by winning the respect of
true men-oI cullure like Richard pratt. NothinO-
not even Michael s lamily-is more imDortanl than
winning Bichard Pratl s apDroval.

Sitting across the tabte is pratt. i'ratt is a oe-
teslab'e snob' a conceited show-off whose sole
concens are hrmself and his effect on others.

l \othinggets nlsaltenl ion taster than the sound ot
9is own name.

To impresspeopre wilh his specialtalenl, hede.
scrib€swlne In numan terms. He calls i t  -pmdent,,,
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maneuvers Michael into exclaiming. ,,1'll bet yoL.j
anyrntng you damn well olease."

"Soyou say I can name the bet?" platt askedagaln."That's what I said."
We tnow Pratt has something In mind. Butwnara uahtcolrtd tell us right away. but instead heltrsl describes Pratt jooking around lhe table. Next,

Michael'swife issuesashort protest. Then, Dahl fccuses ouaattentlon upon the maid in the c6rner Fi-nally, only after Michael and pratt exchange a tewmore words, does Dahl have his chafacter lell uswhat we are dying to know:
Pratt nodded and again the Iittlesmile movedthe corners of bjs. l ips ahd then. quire slo*,J,looking ar Mike all the rime. he slid, "l wanryou to bet me rhe hand of your daughrer in

Mjchael's daughter becomes frantic, especially
when she realizes that pratt is deadly serious. But
Michael, taunted by pratt and convlnced no one
can name his obscute wine. manages lo persuade
nts oaughter to be lhe prize. Besides, when pratl
rarts, according to the final terms of lhe bet, she willwin Ooth of his houses. .
- From this point unti l  theendofthe story, Dahl
torces. us lo watch Pralt in all of his grotesquo
sprenoor moving slowly toward the rioht answer.
As he takes his first sio

the point of his nose e4tered the slass andmov-ed over the surfaceofthe wine,iel icaLerJ
sniff ing. Heswirled the wine gen y around i;the glass to receive rhe bouquer. His con-centralion was intense, He had closed his
eyes. and now the whole top of hij body, the
head and the neck and lhe;hest. se€med to
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becohe f, kind of hu5c sersitive sheiling-
machire, receiving, fi!rering, analyziDg th;
message from the sniirljng nose,
For thg next severai r!1inutes, Pran stalks his

Drey. 1{-
Ei"It cairot be a Dlarr. ux.It has Dot the violent

bouqueJ ola Ma.gar i."I t  i !  lota8reat wirt j : .r  quali ty, lhe-th6-
whatdoyou call  i t t ,  . . : , ,  radiance,the Doweris lac&inc."

Once th€ nanator obsei-rf s lhat Pratt is,.b€comino
ridlculously pompous j j, re nears the end of hi;quest, P.atl is suddeni! r.:(-.n aback bythedaugh-
ter who is about to lieri,r.jjgaretts. ,.please don,t
do that! ll's a djsgiJsri]t rrabit, to smoke at the
fable." Her reply is si:3it:w

She looked at hin. rrjii holding the burnmg
match in one hrnd, .:.e big slow eyes settling
on nls tAce. restrn.; .i.-re lbr a mohent. mov-
Ing away agarn, s i ,tnd contemDtuous. She
benth€rhead and:/J w out thema_tch.but con-
tinued to hold th! nnlighred cisarette in her
I ingers., , .  She drdn !  look at him acain-
At lasi:a few minutes taler, pratt fina y corned to

he end of hls search
"Ah,l.he cried, "I have id yes,I think I havJ
i t !"  For the las! t imc h, s ipped the wiDe. Tnen,
stlll Dorolng rDe glasi uD hear his houth,,}e^ ,tur-ned to Mike and he smiled, a slow, suxy
smile, and he said. Yon know s,hat thtu is?
This is the Iittle Chal€au Braoaire_Ducru.,,
Mik;sat tight, not movins."And the year 1934."

gi
The dalghler ejxptodes in agony. ,.But Daddy,

I9u. do:l]..T,"-": lo say he's suessed ir righr?,,lrichaels wrle lumes. The guests slt sDeechless.
J|l".i:."f l:T."ll: y":iren, and pratt stares throush
his liltle plnx eyes u,ilh the .'anogance ot the win-ner.n B€wl|derect, Michael asks pratt to leave theroom for -a llllle chat-"

T*l'1:| llr"_l very moment, rhe rnaid, ..a rrny
eyect llgurc,- suddenly is standing beside pratt,
holding orJr€.pan of eyeglasses he has evidenfly
misplaceo. -tjul Instead ot quje y exiting, she con-
linrresloslano next lo Pratt. What does;he want?
why has.eanr p_ut her into the story? And why
now? Typlcally, .Daht detays the desi;ed inlofma.
tion to loase us, but linallywe discoverwhat she is
ro to.

"Yo!,leIt them iD Mr. Schofield's srudy." shessid. n€.: vorce was unnaturaltv, delib;ratetypo[re.'-un top of Lhe green titin!"utinJin r,is

study. sir. when you happened to go in there
by yourself belore dinner."
The green filing cablnet, as the reader knows, is

where Michael kept the wine belore dinner. While
the guesls prepared for th6 e,,/ening, pratt had
slipped into the study, read the label, and memor-
lzed the nam6 and the year. What appeared to be a
superhuman feat was all a lie.

So now we know, and Michael knows, ano
Richard knows that Michaet knows. But what will
happen? How will Dahl end his story? pran could
sprint tenified from the room. Mlchael could hurl
the roast beef across the table. Louise Schoftetd
could light up hercigaretteand then snuff h our on
Pratt's skjnny white arm. But instead, to ignite our
curiosity one last time, Dahl soggests what hap-
Dens next:

I became awale oI Mike and how he was
slowly drawing himselfup in his chair,and the
colour coming Lo his face.ahd lhe eyes opening
wide, and the curl of the mouth. and the darigerous little patrh of whitedess beginning to
spread around the arca of the nGtriils."Now, Michaelt" his wife said. ..Keer calmno$r, Michael, dear. Keep calm!"

The story ends.

Writo Now . ..
o Wrlle a short slory uslng one elemenl from each
list:

,DFAS
A parenl loses the renl money betting on horses.A child is unabte to go to the same schoot his bestfriend attends.
A blind date leads to an unusual event.
A gossip becomes her own vic m.
SETr/NGS
a fasl-tood restaulant
a schoolgymnasium
a clty apartment
a lootball stadlum

POINTS OF VIEW
First person: you are the stoMeller.
First person: one of youi characlers is thestoryteller

Inlroduce only as many characleG as you neec, todevelop a plot. Give each characler one or rwodistinct traits so that your read€rs can identifyeach
ane by chamcte stic, ralher than by nalhe.
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