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Sources and Acknowledgements


My interest in Zenon Vantini was first raised by research into the Sutherland Papers, archive of the Leveson-Gower family, deposited in the Staffordshire Record Office. In that collection, details of estate and household management figure very large in the correspondence records of the first decades of the nineteenth century, largely due to the fact that James Loch, the head agent, worked mainly from his office at home in London. From there, he sent out via the Royal Mail a deluge of instructions and enquiries to the family’s sub-agents, clerks and servants. His staff at both ends of this correspondence were required to keep not only the letters received, but also office copies of replies sent, thereby leaving a complete – and huge – paper trail of both in and out letters. The staff of the County Record Office in Stafford could not possibly have been kinder or more efficient in the way they kept me supplied with great stacks of letters, all of which had to be worked through. I owe an enormous debt to their patience over the years. Family collections in other archives provided supplementary material – the Sneyd family papers held in the Special Collections of Keele University Library and the Lord Dover Collection in the Northamptonshire Archives, Northampton.


The section on the road ‘posting’ system and on early railway travel was originally sparked by a single primary source, the Sutherlands’ coachman’s ‘post book’, which recorded the family travels to and from Dunrobin. In my experience, this tiny little book is an extremely rare survival.




The wider context was provided by a number of secondary sources, including books and articles written by Theo Barker, Dorian Gerhold, Simon Bradley, Christian Wolmar, J. Drake, Ian Petticrew and Jack Simmons (all listed in the bibliography); to all of these authors and historians I am greatly indebted. I also thank Mavis Smith for help with the letters of the Tollets of Betley.


Sources for the years when Vantini was contractor to the railway companies presented different problems. Even trade directories were of limited use, as Vantini became not a self-employed retailer but leaseholder or sub-contractor to much larger companies. On the other hand, his projects needed to advertise their services, so the main primary sources were found in newspaper archives accessed mainly via britishnewspaperarchive.co.uk, where both news reports and advertisements can be tracked down using newspaper, date or just a name. Legal announcements in France were found on the website for the French law newspaper, Gazette des Tribunaux, on the website gallica.bnf.fr. Legal documents, such as leases and partnership agreements relevant to England, were accessed from the digital catalogue of the UK National Archives, nationalarchives.gov.uk. Details are in the endnotes.


Using both English and French sources and spelling raised some problems, for example in the use of accents. Where the usage was entirely in English sources, French accents have been omitted (e.g. Cornelie) but in a French context, they have been kept.


As can also be imagined, entering the world of Napoleonic research, even within the limited range of the exile on Elba which was largely domestic rather than military, meant taking on an immense and complicated area of published reading which was entirely new to me. Finding information about Zenon’s immediate family proved not difficult: an internet blog written in 2002 by Gerard Hilbert (g.hilbert.chez-alice.fr/Destins Glorieux, Destins Tragique) gave me my first account of the wider family. Unfortunately, this blog page no longer exists but the website www.geneanet.org was particularly useful in filling in similar details and enabled me to track Vantini’s parents and siblings on Elba at the end of the eighteenth century and the early years of the nineteenth.


Proceeding further was a different matter. There are obviously thousands of both contemporary and modern written works on Napoleon, which made the identification of those few which might be relevant to the Vantinis a daunting task. Though important to understanding the context of our research, most texts revealed little about the target individual, Zenon Vantini. Some effort was required to keep the focus on him rather than on his famous employer, yet at the same time to be mindful of the wider context.




Background researches began with the many contemporary accounts and later personal memoirs of close witnesses of Napoleon’s exile on Elba. These have to be treated with care as to their accuracy. Jealousies festered, bitter factions developed and legends were quick to grow. It was not surprising, given the extraordinary circumstances of 1814-15, that the island became a hotbed of gossip and scandal so that even contemporary writings are not necessarily accurate. Accounts of specific occurrences recorded by different people at the same time do not necessarily agree with each other. Amongst the most useful memoirs written at the time, or shortly afterwards, were those of three civilians: André Pons de l’Hérault, the manager of the Elban iron mines and friend of Napoleon; Louis-Joseph Marchand, Napoleon’s first valet (aged only 23 in 1814); and Louis-Étienne Saint-Denis, his second valet. See bibliography for details.


Few academic books have been written specifically dealing with Napoleon’s exile on Elba, as many writers have regarded that episode of Napoleon’s life as ‘gardening leave’. Amongst the earlier authors whose publications were useful were Robert Christophe and Norman Mackenzie. A number of academic papers and books have appeared more recently, however, along with articles published by the website fondationnapoleon. org, as well as various international genealogical websites. By far the most useful of the publications have been by Peter Hicks, Pierre Branda, Mark Braude and Gianfranco Barbanera, whose books have been extremely helpful in writing this account. In researching the context to Vantini’s service in the Red Lancers, I am greatly indebted to the work of Ronald Pawly.


The single most important primary source for this period of Zenon’s life was his military dossier, which proved both enormously useful and hugely testing – a real delight. It proved possible to acquire copies of this at a distance, and I am grateful to the staff of the Direction des Archives, Ministère de l’Europe et des Affaires Étrangères at La Courneuve, and especially also of the Service Historique de la Défense at Vincennes.


For archival material in Paris which had to be examined in person, I am grateful to Anne Morddel of the French Genealogy Blog who searched the civil registration and property tax records in Paris, as well as notarial records for Vantini’s will, all details of which are in the relevant endnotes.


Navigating my way through what was for me a completely new context was bewildering and I would have found great difficulties without the aid of Malcolm Crook, Emeritus Professor of French History at Keele University. An internationally known expert in this field, he helped me to appreciate the wider context of Vantini’s involvement in Waterloo and the July Revolution. Moreover, he pointed me towards sources, checked my final text and on my behalf read Vantini’s pamphlet on his Société générale des hôtels des chemins de fer, written in 1846, now in the Archives Nationales in Paris.


I am, of course, enormously grateful to the long-term support of friends, especially Linda Barton, who was tireless in her chasing up of research potential in family archives and even more, literally, tireless in her enthusiasm and companionship on our ‘holiday’ to Elba. I am also heavily indebted to two other friends, both retired French teachers, Angela Vincent and Rowena Cass, who helped me with translation, both written and on the telephone. Further, at one point I might well have abandoned the whole project if it had not been for encouragement and detailed textual suggestions especially by Paul Anderson and also his wife, Anne, and other friends, Rose Wheat and Bob Mackie, who patiently read through the typescript. I thank also Peter Brown for help with railway history, especially in the north-west of England, and through him, his friend, Gordon Biddle, for information about the North Euston Hotel. I am grateful, too, to members of the Staffordshire History Group who gave me long-term encouragement and subjected me to highly pertinent questioning.


I am also hugely grateful to my guides at Lutterworth Press, for their experience, encouragement and above all their patience – Adrian Brink, Liam Etheridge, Samuel Fitzgerald, production editor Debora Nicosia and copy-editor Dorothy Luckhurst, for both of whom my admiration knows no bounds, together with all the behind-the-scenes staff..
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1. Testimonial from Edouard Colbert, Vantini’s commanding officer at Waterloo, written in 1821. One of several from Vantini’s military dossier in the Service Historique de la Défense, Vincennes, Paris, presumably duplicates written by the officers of the letters they sent to Vantini.









Preface


Writing During a Pandemic


My account of Vantini’s life leaves behind many unanswered questions, especially in respect of Vantini’s whereabouts in the few years after the battle of Waterloo. However, there are other issues. The text was partly written during the lockdown caused by the worldwide outbreak of the Covid-19 virus in 2020, when most record offices and libraries were closed or barely open. I encountered many difficulties, both for myself and the people whom I needed to contact. I apologise, therefore, for any mistakes or omissions in the text. It is hugely ironic that I was writing the story of an individual who was dedicated to the idea of frequent travel throughout Europe, the development of the all-inclusive, foreign package holiday and the practice of queuing for the service of food at a unique moment in history when all these activities were severely limited and when much of the population of the world was unable to move far from its own doorstep.


The text was finalised in late December 2020, on a day when all cross-Channel services between England and Europe were closed because of the spread of a new variant of the Covid-19 virus. What price Vantini’s dream?






Zenon Vantini’s Family Tree
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1


Who Was Zenon Vantini?


‘A figure one would like to learn more about.’1


In a hotel in the rue Racine, a busy street in the Latin quarter of ‘old Paris’, Zenon Ruffino Gio Battista Luc Vantini died on 4 October 1870. He was 73 years old and had been ill for a long time. He was buried the next day. His death was noted in many newspapers, in the United Kingdom and France, for Zenon had been well known as a hotelier and entrepreneur connected to the early railways which had spread across Britain and France some 30 years previously.


On the same page as the announcement of Vantini’s burial in the Journal des Débats Politiques et Littéraires, on 8 October, there appeared a half-page notice giving advice to the inhabitants of Paris. It was entitled: ‘Prescriptions et secours contre incendie en cas de bombardement’. It was important, the notice advised, not to exaggerate the danger, as the number of areas subjected to bombing with shells was limited and the houses in central Paris were built in such a way as to be difficult to demolish. Nevertheless, it would be advisable to evacuate the top floors of buildings and to place mattresses against the windows of the lower floors in case of bombs falling in the streets. Blankets, sheets or large sponges soaked in rainwater should be kept at hand in case of fire. To reduce the chance of death during a bombing raid people should take shelter behind a wall or a piece of heavy furniture or lie flat on the floor.2 To explain: surrounded by the threat of mass destruction to his adopted city, Vantini died during the Siege of Paris, which lasted from 19 September 1870 to 28 January 1871.




The siege was the final stage in the defeat of France in the Franco-Prussian War, part of the struggle for German unification under Bismarck. By the time of Zenon’s death, the emperor of the French, Napoleon III, had been defeated in battle and imprisoned by his enemies, the Prussians. The bombing of Paris did not start in earnest until January 1871 but even before that there was great suffering in the city which was sealed off inside its circle of high walls. The details are memorable: no-one was allowed in or out of the blockaded city, food supplies were cut off, many of the animals in the zoo were eaten, including two elephants, and butchers sold cats, dogs and horses for human consumption. Lack of milk meant that infant mortality in the city soared.


As well as fathering a family of daughters, Zenon Vantini had made many business contacts over the years. One would have expected his funeral to be attended by people from all over Europe. At his interment, however, there could be no large congregation such as gathered at his wife’s funeral seven years later, when mourners travelled to Geneva from France, Italy and England. Zenon’s burial was attended only by those family and friends who were trapped within the walls of Paris.


Vantini’s end was perhaps a fitting finale to an eventful life punctuated by the major political and military crises which brought turmoil to France during the nineteenth century. Born on an island which was being fought over by the British and French, aide to Napoleon, survivor of the battlefield of Waterloo, active participant in the July Revolution of 1830, victim of the February Revolution of 1848, he reached his final closure in a city under blockade. It was fortunate that he missed the violent denouement of the Siege of Paris. Yet those who might have come to Paris to pay their respects would have had very different memories – of a colourful, witty and ebullient father, an entrepreneur of large and sometimes crazy ideas, an energetic, resolute and ambitious businessman.


Vantini’s life as reconstructed in this book consisted of three phases: his early connection with Napoleon; his work as a domestic servant; and his career as hotel and business entrepreneur. The first and second phases of his life are separated by a period of ten years when we know little about his activities. The second phase is the time when he is most easily accessible to the modern historian, as a result of the surviving written record in the correspondence archives of one of his employers.


That was also the point in the story of his career that I first became aware of his existence. For a period of over 20 years, between 1820 and 1840, Zenon worked as a domestic servant in England, including, from 1832 onwards, as house steward to a famous aristocrat, the second Duke of Sutherland, the head of one of the richest families in the United Kingdom. I was working on the Sutherland Papers on a major project, looking at the servants of Trentham, the family’s house in Staffordshire, with the aim of trying to see them as rounded entities, with changing careers and families and tragedies just like anyone else. Almost by chance, one of my choices of employees to investigate was a Monsieur Vantini. In the printed catalogue of the Sutherland Papers, Zenon Vantini was described as ‘a clerk or accountant employed by the 2nd Duke of Sutherland to deal with some household financial business’. Yet when I took a quick look at his account books, several of which have survived, I thought this odd.3 In the 1830s no professional clerk employed by the Sutherlands (or more to the point by their chief agent James Loch) would have had such small, cramped, ill-formed handwriting, or used a pale ink, poor grammar and bad spelling. Then I realised that Vantini was no professional clerk but the family’s house steward, who held the highly demanding position of head of the whole servant household. My project was published in book form, with a chapter on Vantini.4 I was left feeling, though, that there was much, much more yet to be discovered about him, so I continued researching.


I found that I was not the first person to be curious about Vantini. In Lancashire, a local historian called H. Peters had become fascinated by the man. A folder in the Lancashire County Archives in Preston, dated 1974, begins with these words written by Peters:5 ‘Vantini is a figure one would like to learn more about; if this is shared by someone else the contents of this folder may serve as a base for a new start.’


I was struck by this sentence. I felt almost that back in the 1970s Peters had left the folder for me personally. It told me that he had tried assiduously to track Vantini down, even to the point of writing to the French ambassador in London, all to no avail. The mystery, the lure, was this: it appeared that a year or so after Vantini left the Sutherlands he was working in the town of Fleetwood, on the north Lancashire coast, as a hotel proprietor. During that time, an almost throw-away comment of his, made to a friend who later recorded it in print, became for Peters one of those tiny specks of light in the darkness, a single hint that Vantini had been born on Corsica and had worked for Napoleon.6 Peters’ failure to make progress in tracking down the man any further was partly because one of Vantini’s claims (that he had been born in Corsica) was misleading, but mainly because, working in the early 1970s, Peters had no access to the full power of the internet. Reading his folder fifty years later in the Lancashire Archives, I understood his frustration.


Today, from various family history websites, it is easy to find out that Vantini was, in fact, born not on Corsica but on nearby Elba in 1797, of an ancient Elban family. His father had benefited from an early association with Napoleon Bonaparte in France, and Zenon owed some of his education to that connection. His teenage service to Napoleon himself came at a time when the defeated emperor’s career had ended abruptly, with exile on Elba. That part of Vantini’s life came to a climax in 1815, on one of the most famous battlefields in Europe, at Waterloo. After a few years he emigrated to England to take up at least two positions as house steward, after which he became the proprietor of the first railway-built hotel in the world, at Euston, followed by hotels in Fleetwood, Manchester, Folkestone and Paris. He was also manager of the first purpose-built railway refreshment rooms, and inventor of the first fully-organised and fully-guided foreign package holiday. Vantini thus played an active part in the period of immense social change at the beginning of the railway era in Britain and it is therefore this phase in his life which is of particular note to social historians.


One of the threads which joined all these achievements was an expertise in arranging travel, whether it be for an emperor’s mother, a wealthy duke on a Grand Tour or a middle-class holidaymaker. He nurtured an extraordinary vision, of creating a whole network of catering establishments linked to each other and to the new railways which were being built across Europe. It was an idea which eventually took him into a very different world from his life in service, requiring entrepreneurial innovation, tough decision making and financial risk taking in the new commercial context of Britain and France. Despite some failures, it was a world where he left a legacy of significance, worthy of recognition. Yet, though the importance of the early railway hotels and of railway excursions has been explored recently by academics, the man Vantini has barely been identified and his place in history never explored in full.7


As I gradually came to be familiar with the research into Napoleon on Elba and with Vantini’s part in that story, modest though it was on the larger scale of things, the various aspects of Zenon’s life all slowly began to fit, to make sense. One could see how early experiences may have aided Vantini’s later service with the Sutherlands and with his career as a businessman. His life shows how individuals who came into contact with Napoleon could be profoundly affected by the great man’s mere presence, could be given new personal perspectives, perhaps new ambitions and new expectations of their longer-term futures (not always achievable). In other words, to think big. This might well have been especially true of those ‘ordinary’ youngsters who were in his personal service, otherwise never destined to become famous and therefore difficult to dig up from the past.


Vantini was a prime example of how wars disrupt lives and how migrants can make a major contribution to the countries in which they settle. He was an immigrant several times over – from Elba to France, then England and, finally, on his return to France. As such he had a complicated, disjointed life. This presents a problem, for complex careers can deceive historians who study only one stage in a lifetime of entrepreneurial activity. Considered separately, the various phases of a life can mislead. Here I have put together the three major parts of Vantini’s story, not in chronological order but rather beginning at the point at which I was most familiar with him and at which he was most accessible (i.e. during his time with the Duke and Duchess of Sutherland), then following on in the hunt to make sense of the pattern of his life. Each phase was set in very different contexts, all joined by the experience of service, by innovative ideas and a large ambition. At each transition there remained only a small hint, at first easily disregarded, acting as a vital clue to where he had come from. The story is ragged, incomplete, with several major gaps in our knowledge; but that is the nature of history. As with any good puzzle, there are still unanswered questions which intrigue.


In addition to life events, there are several important issues which are subjects of debate. What were his achievements, his legacies or disasters, for which we should remember him today? Does his life tell us anything about the processes of social change caused by the spread of new technology or the increase in individual migration caused by international war and national upheavals? What people or connections exerted a lasting influence on him, driving his ambition and determination? How far was he affected by his involvement in the various revolutionary events which afflicted France during the nineteenth century? To what extent was Vantini’s whole life known to others, or were his appearances in other people’s lives as disjointed as they seem to us today? In the final part of this book, I have tried to pull together all these disparate threads and to examine Zenon Vantini as a whole, a talented but flawed man whose contribution to the new commercial and social world of Europe has hitherto been hidden. I hope I have achieved his placement somewhere in the pantheon of business figures of the Victorian age. In the long view, he was a component part in the early years of an industry which arguably revolutionised Britain and Europe as much as did even his hero, Napoleon.






PART 1



GREAT HOUSES



1825-1840
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Extravagant Housekeeping


‘The English do appear to me very vulgar.’


A man called Zenon Vantini married Jeanette Peters in March 1825 in the church of St George’s, Hanover Square, Westminster, London.1 This date has emerged as the first clearly documented event of Zenon Vantini’s life in England. In that record, both man and wife were described as ‘of this parish’ so presumably both were living in that area, home to the fashionable and expensive London households of the aristocracy. If Vantini was working as a house steward before his marriage, he was probably resident in the house of his master or in nearby lodgings. Jeanette gave birth to their first daughter, Cornelie, in September 1826, in Geneva. It emerged later that Jeanette was Swiss and she must have gone back to her own family for the birth of her first child. Their second daughter, called Matilda, was born in 1830 in Paddington, a parish to the west of Hanover Square but not an enormous distance away. When the family was increased in 1833 by the birth of twins, Frederica and Josephine, they were born and baptised in the same parish of Paddington. Family history websites and census records show that there followed three more daughters, but no sons.


Another website holds records of the rates paid by residents of the Westminster area, showing that by 1831 Vantini was paying local taxes for a house and garden in Westbourne Terrace, in the parish of Paddington.2 This was not the Westbourne Terrace which survives today but an earlier development slightly further west, north of Kensington Gardens and the Bayswater Road. Westbourne Terrace was at the north end of the present B411, later the site of Whiteleys, one of the first department stores in London. Luckily, there survives a map of the area made in 1828 which shows substantial houses which were mostly detached ‘spacious villas’, recently-built houses replacing run-down estate cottages.3 According to the rate book there were seventeen houses in the group, only two of which were rated higher than Vantini’s. The area was still semi-rural and facing the villas was open land, the hall field remaining from one of the earlier landed estates of London, part of the property of the Bishop of London, later the residential area called the Hallfield Estate.4 Whoever his employer was at that time, Vantini must have been earning a good salary to be able to afford this level of housing in a desirable area, a comfortable and fashionable home for his growing family.


Vantini himself had settled in England in 1820 and had worked as a house steward since 1823.5 By 1825 he was clearly a well-established, experienced servant and he must have thought he was on track towards a happy, financially secure life in the one of the best areas of London. He would have felt this even more a few years later, in 1838, when the record of the baptism of another baby girl, Henriette, shows the Vantinis had moved slightly further east, with a family address in Belgravia Cottage. This move placed them back in the parish of St George’s, Hanover Square, in the district of St Paul’s.


Who were Vantini’s employers in London during that time? Given my previous work on the Sutherland household at Trentham, the first obvious source to approach was the archives of the Dukes of Sutherland, one of the titles of the Leveson-Gower family whose early origins lay in Staffordshire, Shropshire and Yorkshire. Through judicious marriages and investment, they had become enormously wealthy, owning estates in London, the midlands, the north of England and huge areas of the Scottish Highlands. In the words of historian Eric Richards: ‘Of all the tall poppies of British Society – including the Dukes of Devonshire, Bedford and Northumberland – the Sutherland family was probably the tallest in terms of both income and acres.’6 They left behind them a huge archive, the correspondence files of which revealed that Zenon Vantini was employed as house steward by the Leveson-Gowers in the period between 1833 and 1840. The question immediately arises – who were his employers in London before the Sutherlands? Fortunately, one later casual comment in a letter written by Vantini mentioned his previous employers and helped to open up the circumstances of his recruitment by the Sutherlands.


The start of 1833 was a momentous year for the Sutherland family. It began with joy, which quickly turned to tragedy. In January the 75-year-old Marquis of Stafford was elevated to the title of the first Duke of Sutherland. A few months later, in July of the same year, he died after catching a chill. At that precise point of the Duke’s death, Vantini was working for George James Agar-Ellis, Baron Dover, a wealthy young aristocrat still in his thirties, but sickly.7 Unfortunately, it has not been possible to find the start date of Vantini’s employment by the Dovers. We do know, however, that in the same month in which the first Duke died, July 1833, Lord Dover also died. The widowed Lady Dover (née Lady Georgiana Howard) was suddenly forced to reduce her household, so their house steward, Zenon Vantini, then aged 36, had to look around for other work.


That was not a problem. Lady Dover’s sister (née Lady Harriet Howard) was the wife of the first Duke of Sutherland’s eldest son, who on the death of his father inherited the title. In addition, Stafford House, the Duke’s main London house, was without its own stables and laundry so the first Duke had rented service premises belonging to Lord Dover in Whitehall.8 The two families were close friends, for not only were the wives of Lord Dover and the second Duke sisters, but the two wives were also distant cousins of the Sutherlands. In his will Lord Dover had appointed the first Duke and his son to be the guardians of his children, and at one point Lord Dover went to stay at the Sutherlands’ house at West Hill (just across the Thames, then still semi-rural) ‘to see what country air will do for me’. During what turned out to be the beginning of his final illness in 1833 Lady Harriet visited him virtually every day.9 It is not surprising therefore that, after the first Duke died and many of his elderly personal servants retired, the close connection with the Howards made Vantini an attractive employment proposition for the newly inherited second Duke. After all, his previous employer, Lord Dover, had been a Whig whose social circle had included many senior politicians along with the very wealthiest of the British aristocracy.


The Sutherland’s senior agent, James Loch, usually took time to select his senior staff, giving them several interviews and sometimes a week’s introduction to the workplace and colleagues before coming to a final decision. Almost always he preferred to work by personal recommendation. Vantini must, however, have been already fairly well-known to him and, in the circumstances, speed was of the essence. By the early autumn of 1833 Vantini had become steward to the new Duke and Duchess, ultimately responsible for the management of five domestic households in various parts of Britain, for which task he received his initial instructions from Loch.


The death of the first Duke of Sutherland was particularly unfortunate for both his family and, as it turned out, for their new house steward. The Duke had contracted a chill whilst inspecting the new laundry at Dunrobin, his house north of Inverness. He had insisted on doing this immediately after his arrival from London at three o’clock in the morning, following an arduous journey which at that time took nine days. This was despite the fact that he was already weakened following a paralytic stroke. As soon as the Duke was taken ill, news was sent to the family’s chief agent, James Loch, who rushed up to Dunrobin from London. While the Duke was still alive but ill in bed, Loch wrote to his sub-agent at Trentham, the family’s country house in Staffordshire, telling him what had happened. The letter shows him to be a very worried man indeed – ‘The Duke’s health is not to be trifled with, I have objected to this sort of daftness before.’10 One of his concerns must have been an awareness of the proximity of a catastrophic drop in family income on the Duke’s death of an average of £75,000 a year, caused by the cessation of a life interest in the income from the Bridgewater Canal, a main artery of export and import between the port of Liverpool and the growing industrial city of Manchester. Thus, at a time when the family’s expectations had been raised by the elevation to a new title, their income was seriously reduced.


The timing and context of Vantini’s employment with the Sutherlands, therefore, did not make for an easy beginning.11 In 1828, probably on the strength of the Bridgewater income, the first Duke, then still the Marquis of Stafford, had taken on the long lease of what became known as Stafford House, originally a modest London property in Stable Yard in the precincts of St James’s Palace. It was named York House when, in 1825, the Duke of York (King George IV’s brother) began to rebuild the house on a grand scale, with the assistance of a £60,000 loan from Lord Stafford. The project was not completed before the Duke of York died in 1827 and the Stafford loan was never repaid. The government purchased the unfinished house for £82,000 and then leased it to Lord Stafford for the sum of £72,000 plus an annual rent of £758.12 Completing the building took a further £150,197. Lord Stafford had taken over a massively expensive task which would not be finished until 1840. Renamed Stafford House, it became the Sutherlands’ showcase London home, setting the fashion for grand town houses in England for almost a century. It survives in its original splendour, now called Lancaster House, managed by the Foreign and Commonwealth Office. Even today it bears witness to the extraordinary glamour of the interiors which were in Vantini’s charge.13


Along with the opulent decor and furnishings went a lavish public life. The private family reception rooms were on the main ground floor and an extra storey was built on the top of the house for bedrooms, but the middle floor housed a series of truly noble rooms for the formal entertainment of guests. These required a complex, almost courtly, etiquette to mark the family’s status, all in the hands of a highly skilled staff working under the supervision and training of Vantini. No wonder the assemblies of the second Duchess became the most sought after in London; she was, after all, maid of honour to the young Queen Victoria. One of the Duke’s sons, Lord Ronald Gower, later described it ‘A fairy palace . . .never was there a house equally magnificent and commodious, every room in it, whatever its size, is as comfortable as it is handsome.’14




[image: image]

2. Extravagant Housekeeping 13 2. The opulence of Stafford House, St James, London, where Vantini was house steward from 1833 to 1840. View of the Long Gallery (where the picture still hangs), painted by James Digman Wingfield in 1848.





The public rooms on the first floor were reached by the famous ‘matchless staircase’, which prompted an equally famous comment by Queen Victoria as she entered the main entrance – that she had come from her house to their palace. The Stafford Collection of pictures alone was valued at £150,000 and was one of the finest in Europe. During one of their trips to the Continent, the second Duke and Duchess were personally invited by King Louis Philippe to take a tour of the restored palace of Versailles. They were escorted on their inspection by the king’s architect and it took five hours.15 No doubt they came away with many ideas to be copied at Stafford House. According to his nephew, the famous and frequent visitors to the Sutherlands at Stafford House made an eclectic mix: Butcher Cumberland, Prince George of Wales, the Shah of Persia, Harriet Beecher Stowe, Josiah Wedgwood, Hugh Minton and Giuseppe Garibaldi.
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Paolo Vantini
Vincenzo Paulo Vantini, b. 1771 in Elba, m. Anne Finetti
Zenon Ruffino Gio Battista Luc, b. 1797 in Elba, d. 1870,

m. 1825 Jeanette Peters

Cornelie Lucie Julie Virginie, b. 1826 in Geneva,

m. 1843 Alfred Denny Blott

Matilda Catherine, bap. 1831 in London,
m. 1856 Adolphus Frederick Lloyd

Frederica Jane, bap. 1833 in London, d. 1851

Josephine Marian, bap. 1833 in London,

mistress of Newland School, Sherborne
Henriette, bap. 1838 in London, d. 1838

Anne Gertrude, b. 1841 in London,
m. 1865 Claude Eugene Henry de la Blanchetais

Attilia Rose, b. 1843 in London,
m. 1869 Jules Lafond of Geneva

Henriette, b. c. 1797 in Elba, m. N. Patriachi

Giuseppe-Marie Edouard, also later known as Joseph, b. c. 1808-9 in Elba, d. 1866,
m. 1845 Adéle Weyer.
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