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‘The most admirable and attractive of all chefs has been given an equally admirable and attractive biography’


A A Gill


‘Sparkling … If only all history were written like this’


Sunday Business Post


‘The story of [Soyer’s] vigorous life is a potent one, and Cowen’s comprehensive, sensitive recording of it is long overdue’


Daily Telegraph


‘Ruth Cowen’s lively new biography … is a highly readable account of an important life’


Guardian


‘Cowen captures the curious combination of his astute commercial skills … and his selfless philanthropy’


Sunday Express


‘Engrossing biography … A sybarite and dandy with a social conscience and hustling entrepreneurial streak, Soyer was an intriguing, contradictory figure’


Financial Times


‘A serious and scholarly work’


New Statesman


‘I was riveted from start to finish. What a fascinating, endearing, complex, contradictory man Soyer was, and what a life!’


Deborah Moggach


‘A masterly account not only of a Victorian chef but of a Victorian era’


Martin Gilbert


‘A riveting book with all the elements of a Hollywood Oscar winner’


Clarissa Dickson Wright


‘A truly stunning achievement’


Camden New Journal


‘Cowen gives us a fascinating insight into Victorian society, with all its flaws, energy and strengths along with a starring cast of spivs and saints who made the period their own’


Scottish Legion News


‘His colourful life story – he was a bigamist, bankrupt and alcoholic – is told brilliantly by Ruth Cowen’


Soldier


‘Very well-written and researched book’


Bulletin of the Military Historical Society


‘Alexis Soyer deserves a biography of flair, passion and frivolity. Ruth Cowen has delivered just such a book’


Field
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Prologue



‘TO HER’
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TO HER. On the quiet eastern edge of Kensal Green cemetery the shortest possible inscription decorates the largest tomb in sight. It is an ostentatious stone column, a dozen feet high and topped by a gigantic statue of Faith, her right hand pointing heavenward, clouds and cherubim at her feet. On the front of the pillar is a worn marble cameo of a young woman’s head, on the back an oval cavity that once housed her brushes and palette behind a glass cover.


It is shabby now, but you can still see remnants of the wooden pegs that held the glass in place, and at the top of the shaft a gas flue – half hidden behind the putti – which provided the fuel for an everlasting flame. But the gold cross that Faith clasped in her left hand has long gone, along with the famously expensive carved wooden railings, which now exist only on the paper plans housed in the Victoria and Albert Museum.


The tomb is that of twenty-eight-year-old Emma Jones, a successful portraitist who died in childbirth during the sweltering summer of 1842. It was erected by her husband, the Reform Club’s celebrated chef de cuisine Alexis Soyer, and it was said that the six months of hard work it took him to design, plan, execute and pay for the lavish monument saved him from sinking into an irretrievable depression. The splendid statuary is typical of Soyer’s extravagance, yet the most affecting part of the shrine is that simple inscription, TO HER. For once, the man known all over England for being garrulous to the point of exasperation was lost for words. Soyer is also buried there. Sixteen years after Emma’s death and just fifteen months after his triumphant return from the Crimean campaign, he was interred beneath Faith and her marble embellishments on Wednesday, 11 August 1858, following a simple ceremony. He was forty-eight years old and virtually broke, and his name and dates were added to the monument in letters so small they are easy to miss.


The low-key service was held promptly at 11.30 on a warm and breezy morning, an unusually early hour for a funeral. A last-minute change in timing, coupled with the botched handling of the invitations and publicity, meant the crowd was smaller than it should have been. There were enough black-clad mourners to jostle for a spot by the graveside – friends and relatives, servants and fellow chefs, a cluster of journalists and a few allies from the Crimean war. But there was little sense of occasion, and no state recognition of the unique contribution to British life that had led Alexis Soyer into this early grave.


The liturgy was read by Reverend Mr Steward ‘in a very feeling manner’, reported the Morning Chronicle, before Soyer’s body was lowered into the ground to the accompaniment of muffled sobs. As the congregation began to drift back towards the cemetery gates a short balding man of around fifty – Charles Pierce, maître d’hôtel of the Russian Embassy and one of Soyer’s oldest friends – stepped back to the graveside. Embarrassed by the inadequacy of the proceedings, Pierce abandoned funereal etiquette to improvise a loud and sentimental eulogy. ‘My long-loved friend, Soyer!’ he shouted. ‘Friend, companion – often tried and never found wanting. Great in heart, fresh in spirit, bright in genius, who can hope to repair thy loss? Farewell, dear friend! Kindest and dearest of men! Adieu, Alexis.’ It was, said the papers, a heart-stopping moment.


People were shocked by the absence of any mark of respect from the government or the army, considering how both had benefited so hugely from Soyer’s genius. ‘None great and noble stood around his grave,’ thundered the Chronicle, ‘no soldier mourned, with grateful tear, one whose health had been shaken in continued efforts for the comfort of the British Army.’ It was a sentiment echoed in all the dailies, and became much talked about in the following weeks. It had been widely expected that at the end of the Crimean campaign the government would give Soyer a decoration, or at the very least a pension for all he had accomplished, but he had got nothing, and to his supporters this final snub was a crushing insult. A month after his death two of his former secretaries, François Volant and James Warren, published a memoir in which they recorded their bitterness at how they felt he had been treated. ‘We cannot withhold our assent to the prevailing opinion that the great Alexis Soyer was not buried with due honour,’ they wrote. He should have had a military parade at the very least. ‘If the preparations had been entrusted to parties who would have been proud to give éclat to his memory, his funeral might have been as memorable as that of many other public men.’ So who was this public man, whose death, according to the usually dour and understated Florence Nightingale, was ‘a great disaster’ for the nation?


Alexis Soyer was a working-class Frenchman from an unremarkable town north-west of Paris. His exceptional cooking skills, ebullient personality and eye for the main chance had turned him into Britain’s first true celebrity chef. He was the first to publish a succession of best-selling cook books – one selling more than a quarter of a million copies, an extraordinary figure for the mid-nineteenth century. He was also the first to produce branded merchandise, including a stove that fitted in the pocket and a succession of ingenious kitchen gadgets. He was the first to understand the importance of nurturing a public profile, which he did through a combination of brilliant self-publicity and shameless press manipulation. He cultivated an eccentrically dandyish – and therefore immediately recognisable – image, which was later used, complete with trademark red beret, to decorate the labels of a range of bottled sauces, which were manufactured and marketed by his friends Edmund Crosse and Thomas Blackwell.


From his lofty position at the Reform Club (where his Lamb Cutlets Reform are still on the menu) he cooked fabulously lavish, thirty-course banquets for leading politicians, visiting dignitaries and royalty. This was the world of aristocratic haute cuisine, in all its decadent excess. Preposterously decorated desserts ten feet high were not exceptional, he had a signature dish that cost a hundred guineas to create, and his cavernous underground kitchens – widely regarded as the best in Europe – incorporated many of his own inventions. An entrepreneur to his fingertips, one venture into the restaurant business led to the creation of an extravagant eating empire in Hyde Park, touted as a culinary rival to the neighbouring Crystal Palace.


But these were not the achievements that were to earn Soyer the public’s respect or, latterly, its gratitude. His life’s purpose both came into focus and found its dramatic climax at precisely the moment when he renounced this sybaritic life, and elected to travel, for no pay and in the face of real danger, across Europe first to Scutari and later to Balaclava, where thousands of British troops had died of disease and malnutrition during the first long, bitter winter of the Crimean war. One of the first to understand fully the rudiments of good nutrition and mass catering, Soyer had already introduced new principles of large-scale cookery to Ireland during the potato famine of 1847, and now he was to extend his expertise to the British army with spectacular results.


So why, following his early death, did this great philanthropist and reformer drop so completely from public view? Perhaps the truth is that Soyer was never regarded as truly respectable. For a start he was French and working-class – two unforgivable sins in early Victorian England. Then his buffoonish appearance and irrepressible exuberance had made him the butt of countless cartoons and satires. He was, recalled his friend George Augustus Sala, ‘frequently disparaged as a charlatan’, with the implication that the charge was not entirely unjust. Yet the crimes that kept him out of the high-minded Victorian history books are no more than the routine controversies we would expect from any self-respecting modern celebrity.


Soyer was able, through his considerable skills and driven personality, to carve out for himself a unique place in society – he was courted and applauded by royals, nobles and cabinet ministers, but his friends included cooks, tradesmen, showgirls and soldiers. He achieved great things, yet was always willing to cut corners – and shamelessly harness personal ambition to his charitable work. As Sala wrote, he was truly ‘an original’, a deeply flawed yet worthy man, and his story is a compelling one.
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‘THE ENFANT TERRIBLE
OF MONTMARTRE’
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The heat was intolerable. Before a vast wood fire several hands cranked heavy iron spits strung with sirloins, game birds and fowl. A dozen rôtis chefs tended the massive charcoal ovens in which forty set-piece entrées were nearing completion. On open ranges along the far wall of the kitchen cauldrons of soups and ragoûts simmered, while in a steaming bain-marie rows of sauces were maintained at optimum temperature. Just to add to the stifling atmosphere, the windows had been sealed so no draughts could cool the hot dishes before they processed to the banqueting chamber on the shoulders of a small army of footmen.


In the cooler outrooms there was just as much activity as the rest of the brigade prepared removes, flancs, entremets and relevés – all essential elements of a classic dinner à la français, which over three formal courses would see several hundred dishes laid before the diners. They prepared platters of ornately stacked cold meats and poached fowl, while whole fish were suspended, mid-twist, in heavily decorated aspic glazes. There were game pies, veal and venison pâtés, lobster and crayfish salads and vegetable macédoines. The pâtissiers finished the blancmanges and fruit creams, the gâteaux, soufflés, layered jellies, iced bombes and charlottes. In the middle of the preparation tables stood ready their elegant pièces montées – elaborate carvings of ruined temples, windmills, bridges and pavilions, created entirely of almond paste and sugar. Meanwhile, supervising the main kitchen and quite unmoved by the furnace-like conditions, was senior cook and second-in-command, Alexis Soyer, the fast-talking, precocious young star of Parisian culinary circles. As carriages clogged the streets and ministers, dignitaries, nobility and the beau monde swept into the courtyard of the magnificent palace on the Quai d’Orsay, Soyer marshalled his troops for the dramatic performance ahead.


The evening was 26 July 1830, and this was possibly the grandest political dinner to be held in Paris for some years. Its host, France’s unpopular first minister, Jules Armand, Prince de Polignac, certainly intended it to be. The banquet was Polignac’s defiant gesture to all those reformers, socialists, Bonapartists, republicans and bourgeois upstarts who were intent on destroying his administration and shaking the king from his tottering throne. For that morning, Polignac had finally persuaded Charles X to implement a series of emergency decrees that would, he trusted, crush the loathsome democrats at last and unequivocally secure the king’s power base. Chief among these measures, to become known as the July Ordinances, was the dissolution of the newly elected Chamber of Deputies before it had even had a chance to convene – in flagrant breach of the constitution. Further, the measures slashed the electorate by some seventy-five per cent and quashed the influence of the increasingly strident opposition newspapers by the imposition of draconian press controls.


It was the culmination of a hard-fought political battle. Stiff, patrician, deeply religious Polignac, former ambassador to the English court, was part of the die-hard royalist old guard, appointed by a king whose obsession with clawing back his dynastic powers and prerogatives was totally out of step with public sentiment. What Polignac and the king had failed to appreciate was that the people had been through far too much to hand political control back to any monarch. If the Revolution had destroyed the ancien régime and the Empire re-established order, the Restoration, if it was to flourish, had to be constructed on an entirely new basis – that of a constitutional monarchy. To survive it would have to be a modern institution, one based on democratic freedoms, not some antiquated notion of the Divine Right of Kings.


Louis XVIII, the first Bourbon to be returned to the throne after Napoleon limped into exile, had understood this need for compromise, but his brother Charles would accept no rival authority. In the six years since his accession his arrogant contempt for the French Assembly, coupled with a deepening recession, had plunged the country into yet another crisis. In desperation the king had appointed Polignac Foreign and First Minister the previous August, but by March the Chamber of Deputies, with its Liberal majority, was demanding his dismissal. Charles’s knee-jerk response was to dissolve the chamber and call an election, but when the opposition was returned with an even bigger majority, he panicked. Together, Charles and Polignac devised and published the July Ordinances, and to mark this historic triumph over the threatening forces of republicanism, Polignac was determined to celebrate in style.


Throughout that afternoon the Foreign Office was decorated with a profusion of flowers. By early evening, rows of widely spaced trestle tables had been laid with the very finest linen, plate, gilt and glassware. Several tons of silver had been polished – fluted candelabra, sparkling cruets and table ornaments, the heavy flatware and fashionable four-foot-high épergnes, their myriad branches holding up dazzling satellites of cut-glass fruit dishes. In the kitchen, Soyer was in his element. If not conventionally handsome, at the age of twenty he had a look and a presence that already grabbed the attention – tall and slim, with strong features, curling brown hair and an easy air of authority, he was also the veteran of many society banquets. Trained from childhood in the great Restaurant Rignon in the Rue Vivienne, at seventeen he had been appointed Premier de l’Administration at the ultra-fashionable Maison Douix of Montmartre, with a dozen chefs beneath him. Soyer combined his undisputed culinary brilliance with a genuine relish for ostentatious display and a genius for orchestrating complex culinary events, and in the past year he had honed these skills by working freelance for a variety of high-ranking Parisian families. He had reached the pinnacle of his trade by joining the household of France’s first minister just a month earlier.


The first course went off smoothly, with the sophisticated flavours of the carefully blended soups complementing the light, elegantly sauced fish dishes – sole, perch, turbot and salmon. Then came the first removes, literally the dishes that ‘removed’ the fish and soup, which included mutton and turkey en daube, the smaller entrées of cutlets, cheek of veal and sweetbreads. Circling these symmetrically positioned platters were tiny dishes of hors d’oeuvres – miniature crab rissoles, bite-sized oyster vol-au-vents and lobster croquettes – small dishes of dainty amuse-gueules to titillate the most jaded of appetites. As the wine flowed the laughter levels rose sharply as the pages cleared away the dishes in readiness for the next service. The top tablecloth was peeled away to reveal a clean one underneath, a snow-white tabula rasa in preparation for the fresh assault on the senses. Then the show pieces were carried in: the kitchen’s pièce de résistance — a whole baron of beef — plus haunches of lamb and other large roasts, accompanied by vegetables, salads and sweet entremets – jellies, creams and ices – the professional table-setters taking care to ensure the finished tableau was one of exquisite abundance.


By now it was getting dark. Downstairs, in the suffocating humidity of the basement, the clatter of speeding feet disguised the high level of concentration as the ritual formalities of the dinner unfolded. Soyer, having moved away from the rôots to supervise the savouries, pâtés, cheeses, sweets, fruit tarts and cakes that were being assembled for the third service, was oblivious to the increasingly angry crowds that had been gathering for some time outside the palace railings. In fact no one in the kitchen heard the commotion until it was too late. Suddenly, the gates gave way and the courtyard was flooded with insurgents. The censorship of the press imposed by the July Ordinances had been the last straw for the demoralised citizens. Led by the disaffected printers, they were finally taking the law back into their own hands. Somehow, between the roast partridges and the pommes meringuées, a riot had developed and the hastily armed strikers had the despised Polignac in their sights.


Several of Polignac’s guards were killed as the shouting rioters rushed the palace. Soon they were spilling into the kitchen and began grabbing at the food, ripping birds from the spits, scooping pastry croustades from the returned dishes and handfuls of cake from the lines of gâteaux waiting to be taken above stairs. The chefs themselves were next in the line of fire – to be beaten as traitors working for the enemy. During the fighting two of them were shot. With every exit blocked there was no way out of the basement. Then, a lone voice rose above the racket, clear and strong. It was singing ‘The Marseillaise’. Allons, enfants de la Patrie, Le jour de gloire est arrivé! As the deep voice grew louder it had a calming effect on the rest of the rabble, and was slowly picked up around the room – Liberté, liberté chérie, Combats avec tes défenseurs! The loyal revolutionary was hoisted onto the shoulders of his confrères and carried through the kitchen up into the great hall. At the end of the first anthem he confidently segued into a rousing version of ‘La Parisienne’.


Except that the musical hero wasn’t a revolutionary at all. It was Alexis Soyer, who had kept his wits about him and, with a commendable sense of self-preservation, ripped off his splattered aprons to join the throng. Once carried upstairs, he kept on singing until he could locate an escape route, at which point he jumped to his feet and pushed through the crowds into the night.


Next day the riot fanned out across the capital. Three newspapers defied the ordinances and published as usual, with the result that the king ordered the immediate closure of the presses. In response, five thousand journalists, printers and sellers took to the streets, screaming for the dismissal of the government. Others quickly joined in. Road blocks were set up around the centre of the city, looting began in earnest and the three days’ fighting that followed were to go down in Parisian legend as les Trois Glorieuses. Despite an initially strong military presence, before long former members of the National Guard, disbanded by the government three years earlier, could be found among those manning the barricades. Shortly afterwards, they were joined by entire army units stationed within the city.


With the troops turning tail and the Hôtel de Ville taken by the insurrectionists, the king saw that the game was up. Three days later he annulled the ordinances and dismissed Polignac. Under the auspices of a hastily constituted temporary government, Polignac was immediately arrested, tried and sentenced to life imprisonment. But even this sacrifice came too late for Charles, who was forced to flee – first to Versailles then to the ancient château of Rambouillet. It was there, on 2 August, that he finally abdicated in favour of his grandson, whom he officially proclaimed Henri V. But the people were having none of it – their choice was the egalitarian Louis-Philippe, Duke of Orléans, whom they trusted to climb off his prerogative and become a ‘Citizen King’ – less a King of France, more a King of the French. The Municipal Commission called him to the throne on 7 August, and two days later his accession was confirmed. The victorious newspapers, led by Le Temps and Le National, reported the collapse of the regime with predictable exultation. Yet even in this orgy of triumphalism they didn’t forget or forgive those who had served the leaders of the old order. It wasn’t only the politicians and royal toadies who came in for a drubbing. The finger was also pointed at a certain Alexis Soyer – singled out for special contempt as a star of the disgraced first minister’s household.


Soyer’s behaviour was not what had been expected from the man the newspapers had previously lauded as the skilled and exuberant enfant terrible of Montmartre. For Alexis’s fame had rested as much on his reputation for high living as on his fabulous cooking. By the late twenties La Maison Douix was one of the most fashionable restaurants in Montmartre, patronised by actors, singers and dancers from the neighbouring opera house and music halls; the Opéra Comique, the Comédie Française and the Théâtre des Variétés. This starry clientele had been happy to make a pet of the precocious young chef, who had risen to the top of his profession while still in his teens. And Alexis had rewarded such patronage by being excellent company at whichever table he joined for a glass of wine – a devoted habitué of the Théâtre des Variétés, he was particularly skilled at mimicking the comic turns of whichever show was playing. He had a musical ear and sang, by all accounts, nearly as well as Levasseur, one of the most admired bass singers in France. A dandy with a penchant for outlandish costumes, a terrible flirt, a skilled storyteller and an impish practical joker, Alexis had even considered switching careers to try his luck on the stage.


Alexis Benoist Soyer was born at 10 p.m. on 4 February 1810 in Meauxen-Brie, a small city twenty miles to the east of Paris and famous, then as now, for the hot, spicy mustard that has been blended in the town since the age of Charlemagne, and which prompted the great critic Brillat-Savarin to declare, ‘If it isn’t Meaux, it isn’t mustard!’ Gourmets also sought out the town’s other speciality, the large wheels of butter-soft cheese in a downy white rind, the simply named brie de Meaux, which an assembly of straight-faced diplomats at the 1814 Congress of Vienna officially proclaimed le Roi des Fromages. An important trading centre since Roman times, Meaux was founded on the fertile plains between the Montceaux forest and the Morin valleys, and has since spread along the shores of the winding River Marne. By the time Soyer’s family arrived, cereals, wool and dairy produce had been at the region’s economic heart for centuries, with Meaux’s mills supplying much of Paris with the flour for her daily baguettes and brioches. A bishopric was established in Meaux as early as the fifth century, and around the imposing Bishop’s Palace a cloistered town-within-a-town was laid out, existing in the midst of the townspeople, but largely closed to them. In 1800 Meaux still retained its medieval outline, dominated by a massive castle and bisected by the river – with la ville firmly on the right bank and le marché on the left. These distinct residential and commercial districts were linked by an ancient stone bridge strung with dilapidated, six-storey mills which extended outwards on sturdy wooden stilts, and many of the town’s seven thousand citizens would cross and recross it several times a day.


Importantly to our story, Meaux was also the crucible of French Protestantism – the first community was established in the fourteenth century and organised along the same lines as John Calvin’s pioneering church in Strasbourg. The first Protestant priest in France was ordained in Meaux in 1521, and the Huguenot cause gained ground as other humanist intellectuals were drawn to the city. And despite occasional periods of persecution, Meaux remained a Protestant stronghold throughout the wars, massacres and exiles of the intervening centuries. At the turn of the nineteenth century it was a depleted community but still a functioning one, and with the new spirit of tolerance that had been ushered in with the First Republic, Meaux once again began to attract Protestants from other parts of the country. Among the first wave of settlers were two twenty-one-year-olds, Emery Roch Soyer and his wife, Marie Chamberlan, who arrived in 1799 on the advice of a relative employed as the town’s notary. A son, Philippe, was born shortly after their arrival, swiftly followed by three more, Louis, Paul and René. René died within a fortnight of his arrival in June 1805, and Paul two years later, at the age of four. But Philippe and Louis thrived, and Alexis arrived to complete the family in February 1810.


At first, Emery and Marie prospered in Meaux. In 1800 they moved from their temporary lodgings in the central square after taking on a grocer’s shop in the Rue du Tan. The smells from the ancient tannery at the end of the road became particularly noxious in the summer, but it seemed a good location, in the centre of the business district and close to the river. But somehow they could not make the shop pay, and over the next decade the family moved several times as Emery – always industrious if rarely successful – tried a series of other trades, including that of goldsmith and saddler. Eventually he was forced to take on work as a labourer on the Ourcq canal project – one of Napoleon’s many expensive schemes to modernise Paris, but which was doomed to be overtaken by the railway within a generation. By the time Alexis was born, Emery was frequently unemployed and the family had been forced to move again, this time to the Rue Cornillon in the Faubourg de Cornillon, the cheapest part of town.


Which is why Emery found himself crossing the old stone bridge late in the afternoon of 6 February 1810, en route to the town hall, wrapped up against the bitter winds and accompanied by three of his friends – a bookseller, a tanner, and a retired Alsatian captain – who were due to act as witnesses for the registration of the birth of his youngest son two days earlier. Also with them was Louise Henries, a friend of Marie’s and the child’s godmother. The birth was registered by one of the town’s deputy mayors, and on the certificate thirty-one-year-old Emery chose to style himself a ‘former grocer’. It was a telling obfuscation – the Soyers felt demeaned by their economic slide into the labouring classes. Alexis would grow up living with that sense of humiliation, and perhaps it accounted, in part, for his twin obsessions in adulthood with respectability and social acceptance – qualities he would rate far above money or security. Like his English contemporary, Charles Dickens, whose family experienced a similar downward mobility, both men would spend their adult lives seeking to reverse that early degradation.


There is little concrete information about Alexis’s life before he joined Georg Rignon’s famous restaurant at the age of eleven. A friend, François Volant, who was to become Alexis’s secretary, later described in his Memoirs of Soyer the beautiful singing voice that apparently gained Alexis, at the age of nine, a coveted place in a church choir and thereafter at the Protestant seminary, where he was fast-streamed for the clergy. There are no surviving records of his enrolment in any school. Although Volant was not always to prove the most reliable of biographers, what seems entirely plausible is the story of how much the energetic child – and individualist even then – hated the claustrophobic environment of the seminary, and how often he begged Emery and Marie to allow him to leave.


Failing to move his parents, Alexis claimed that he decided instead to engineer his own expulsion and, by enlisting the help of some classmates, succeeded in ringing the church bells at midnight. Although a classic childhood prank, this was a serious matter in Meaux, as the bells doubled as the town’s fire and attack alarm. He therefore roused not just the townsfolk, but also the garrison. The Cuirassiers de la Garde Royale had been installed in the Quartier Luxembourg two years earlier, further down the Rue Cornillon where the Soyers lived, which no doubt gave him the idea. The panicking soldiers were soon ‘under arms’ according to Volant, and the ensuing uproar inevitably spelt the end of ten-year-old Alexis’s educational career. But while he may have got what he wanted, the premature end to his school days was to have knock-on effects throughout his life. Always insecure about his poor spelling and handwriting, he would go to great lengths to avoid having to put pen to paper, employing both English and French secretaries to handle his correspondence even when money was tight. Despite the string of books to his name, he preferred others to take down his words. Although his writing improved significantly over time, he rarely used a pen to do more than apply his signature.


Following this disgrace Alexis spent a few months at home, but Emery and Marie could not afford to support idle hands. As soon as he turned eleven, Alexis was sent to Paris to join Philippe and find a job. At twenty-two, the eldest Soyer boy was establishing himself as a talented chef, but Alexis continued to dither for some time, unsure whether or not to follow suit. Eventually Philippe arranged an apprenticeship for him at his friend Georg Rignon’s top restaurant in the Rue Vivienne near the Passages des Panoramas. Later, Rignon was to move to the Boulevard des Italiens, beside that most sybaritic of Parisian eateries, the Café Anglais.


Life at Rignon immediately suited Alexis. There he revealed a capacity for hard work, a cheerful willingness that made him a good team player and a sensuous appreciation of excellent food. He found that he loved the theatricality of the trade – each service its own performance – and he quickly developed a practical perfectionism which thrived on the pressure to get it right every time. There is no doubt that working in a restaurant was about as modern and glamorous a job as a bright but semi-literate lad from Meaux could hope to find. For while the restaurant scene in Paris had been born before the Revolution – Antoine Beauvilliers had established the sumptuous Grande Taverne de Londres as early as 1782 – the new fashion for communal dining was undoubtedly boosted by the number of chefs who, having lost their noble patrons to the guillotine, decided to confer their talents on the nation’s newly empowered bourgeoisie. By the time of Alexis’s arrival in 1821, the city boasted more than five hundred restaurants, and was the undisputed culinary capital of the world.


However, these temples of gastronomy represented far more to their clientele than an opportunity to leave domestic cookery at home for once and sample the artistry of France’s top chefs. Restaurants were important social arenas: places for the rich to display their wealth, social status and fashion sense. Just as one went to the theatre to ogle the audience as much as the play unfolding on stage, so a visit to a restaurant was invested with the same dramatic potential – only here the audience paid even more eagle-eyed attention to who-arrived-with-whom, and the quality and splendour of the silks and jewels around the neighbouring tables. The restaurants provided a perfect backdrop with their high-ceilinged, white-clothed luxuriousness, the obsequiousness of the maître d’ and his black-coated waiters, and the ostentatiously long menus and wine lists. Brillat-Savarin defined a restaurant as having four essential ingredients: an elegant room, smart waiters, a choice wine cellar – and only then, finally, did he mention the superior cooking. For Alexis, who was busy discovering the pleasures of all the various forms of show business then available in Paris, it was his ideal milieu. By his mid-teens, with the stamina that stayed with him through life, Alexis had developed a taste for the city’s nightlife, and after finishing a tough shift he would often be out until dawn, partying hard or spending his meagre earnings on trips to his beloved theatre. Volant’s Memoirs relate how during this period Philippe ‘had the greatest trouble imaginable to keep him from the stage’, and Alexis was never to lose his love of performing in public – or writing songs, poems and even, on one occasion, a ballet.


In 1826 Alexis left Rignon to move further down the Boulevard des Italiens, then the most fashionable restaurant district in Paris, to join the enormous Maison Douix, where within a year he had been promoted to chef de cuisine with a team of twelve chefs beneath him. For a seventeen-year-old to make head chef was exceptional, and Alexis had to counter understandable hostility within the brigade from professionals twice his age. It was under such pressures that the teenager learned to drink heavily, a habit he never lost. In one favourite anecdote he described how, during his first winter at Douix, he was sent to organise the dessert at a lavish ball held at the home of a rich banker. Below stairs, the household staff, knowing what a good singer he was, begged him for a few songs, and as he obliged he gradually became riotously drunk on glass after glass of the banker’s champagne. Reeling off at one in the morning, he was next seen staggering into the restaurant the following day, just as his colleagues were turning up for work. He’d lost his tray of china and cutlery, his memory of the night before and, most embarrassingly, his trousers. The china and trousers were later returned by the police, having been found on the building site where Alexis had passed out and identified by the name Douix on the wooden tray. But Alexis remained a laughing stock for weeks to come.


Alexis stayed at Douix for three years before following the career trajectory of any serious chef, gaining experience as a freelance caterer by running high-profile banquets in a variety of aristocratic households. Getting the Foreign Office job in June 1830 was a tremendous break: whatever the unpopularity of Polignac, at that moment it was the top job in Paris. So when the press had turned on him, Alexis was mortified. For it was not just that his personal popularity took a battering, it made him virtually unemployable. No one perceived as a lackey for the right-wing élite would be welcomed back into the bohemian restaurant scene, and neither would any sensible aristocratic family touch him during such politically tense times.


To make matters worse, within weeks of his joining the Foreign Office his lover, Adelaide Lamain, had given birth to a son, Jean Alexis, born on 2 June in a tiny apartment on the Quai de l’École, directly opposite the Louvre. A working-class girl, at twenty-five Adelaide was five years older than Alexis and the daughter of a butcher from Fontainebleau. Little else is known about her, so effectively have her details been effaced from the record. Certainly if she expected marriage and fidelity from her young lover, she was to be disappointed, and would remain in lowly paid, low-status jobs for the rest of her short life. As for Alexis, in little more than a year he had found himself transformed from single man-about-town, a darling of the theatrical set, to a father with new responsibilities but no work and no money. At first he put on a brave face. Although the Polignac affair had given him a terrible fright, he tried to laugh off his narrow escape, punning that the incident had landed him ‘doubly in the soup’ – Lorsque toutes ces somptueuses préparations furent doublement consommées par eux! He even wrote a comic song about the experience called ‘Le Patriote Méconteni (producing feeble doggerel was to become a lifelong habit) but his financial crisis and poor prospects were extremely disturbing.


The escape route that eventually presented itself came from an unexpected quarter – London. Alexis’s eldest brother, Philippe, who had organised Alexis’s apprenticeship to Rignon at the tender age of eleven, had been working in England for some years, and by 1830 was well established as head chef to George III’s seventh son, the amiably eccentric Duke of Cambridge, at his Palladian mansion in Piccadilly. By taking up such a post Philippe was following the well-trodden route of many skilled French chefs, who following the collapse of the ancien régime had found themselves with a dearth of aristocratic employers at home. With the restaurant industry in its infancy, although growing fast, the other favoured option was to seek work in private service abroad. England, which was stable, wealthy, civilised, and packed with noble families who appreciated their talents, was a popular destination.


What was more, these aristocratic households were prepared to pay handsomely for the services of the most fashionable chefs, with the very best able to dictate their terms. Carême had led the way as chef de cuisine for the Prince Regent, with Ude, Francatelli, Peron, and Crépin following him over the Channel. Anecdotes abounded of the extravagant contracts demanded by such culinary artists, and of their equally dramatic resignations when they found their employers unappreciative, demanding, too plebian in their tastes or of the wrong political persuasion. In Carême’s case, not even a massive pay hike could compensate for the bad weather and unrefined royal palate, and in 1818 he fled the prince’s household after barely two years’ service. Yet for less temperamental chefs there were fortunes to be made in the land of simple roasts and pudding, and it was against this backdrop that Philippe, sympathetic to his brother’s difficulties, offered to find him a job in the duke’s kitchen.


It was hardly a difficult decision. For one thing, living abroad offered a way out of his responsibilities to Adelaide and Jean. While he may have been prepared to give them financial support, the fact that he wasn’t named on the baby’s birth certificate implies he had no intention of marrying the mother. England promised a fresh start and the chance to earn real money. It had a stable government, with no danger of more revolutionary trauma, and there was even a new king to consider. Since George IV had finally eaten himself to death at the end of June – his deathbed meal included two pigeons, three steaks, wine, champagne, port and brandy – his brother William had been assembling a new court in Windsor, and wherever there were changes in the royal pay roll, the job prospects for sophisticated French chefs were greatly improved. Alexis was too young to be a has-been and too ambitious to let such an opportunity go unexplored. And so it was that one early evening in 1831 he found himself standing on the deck of a gently rocking ship in the middle of the English Channel, en route to London and an unusually mild summer.
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‘A MERE COOK’
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St George’s Church, Hanover Square, had been London’s most fashionable venue for society weddings since the 1730s. In the middle of Mayfair, north of Piccadilly and south of Oxford Street, it has no churchyard, being bound by streets and alleyways on all sides. But it compensates for this landlessness with a soaring bell tower and immense classical portico, which juts so far into Maddox Street as to make its vast Corinthian columns visible from the bottom of St George Street. At least two princes and any number of earls had married at St George’s, which was doing such brisk matrimonial work by the 1810s that it became known as London’s Temple of Hymen, its register ‘an autograph-book of noble and illustrious signatures’. Any self-respecting couple with social aspirations would travel up from the shires to have the connubial knot tied at St George’s, and hope to earn themselves a few paragraphs in the morning papers.


It was under St George’s gilded chandeliers that the Duke of Sussex, sixth son of George III, plighted his troth to handsome Lady Augusta Murray – a marriage that had to be hastily annulled when the groom’s father refused the royal consent. And it was in a pool of light refracted through St George’s exquisite stained-glass windows that Percy Shelley solemnly renewed his marriage vows to his teenage wife, Harriet West-brook, in March 1814. His desertion of the pregnant Harriet just weeks later would lead to her eventual suicide. In the 1830s the shoes of worshippers still clicked on the original stone floor as they filed into wooden box pews beneath the canopied pulpit. They heard music from the immense, 1,500-pipe organ approved by Handel, and gazed on William Kent’s luxurious painting of the Last Supper above the altar; the rich red robes of the reclining apostles adding a sensuous touch to an atmosphere of otherwise austere elegance.


There were two ceremonies scheduled for St George’s, Hanover Square, on 12 April 1837. One was, indeed, a grand society wedding, with no less a personage than the elderly Duke of Wellington in attendance, and in preparation for this event work had started early that Wednesday morning. The floors had been swept and the pews cleaned, the precious beadle’s staves, crowned with silver effigies of St George and the dragon, had been fixed to the churchwardens’ pews, and the wide nave was filled with elaborate arrangements of spring flowers and silver twist.


However, just before the main event of the day a shorter, simpler service was performed. This was the marriage of Alexis Soyer, recently appointed chef de cuisine of the fashionable new Reform Club in Pall Mall, and a twenty-three-year-old artist called Emma Jones. A portrait of Emma at this period shows a sweet young woman with an ample bust and a direct gaze. She is wearing a fashionable pelerine collar, and her long brown curls are bisected by a neat central parting. On her wedding day, however, her pretty lace gown had to compete for attention with the gorgeously attired groom, as Soyer gave full rein to his penchant for outlandish outfits with a dandyish velvet waistcoat, watered silk trousers and highly polished boots. The marriage was solemnised by one William Dickinson, attended by the groom’s elder brother, Philippe, the bride’s mother and stepfather, Elizabeth and François Simonau, and witnessed by her friend Charlotte Walrow. Signing the register with a faltering hand, for the first time Alexis dropped the ‘s’ from his middle name, Benoist, opting for the more sophisticated Alexis Benoit Soyer, while Emma inscribed her full name, Elizabeth Emma Jones.


The second witness to sign the register was Alexis’s great friend and mentor, the plump, extravagant, irascible Louis Eustache Ude. As self-styled former chef to Louis XVI (a claim many disbelieved), Ude had been at the vanguard of the culinary artists who fled Paris after the Revolution. Once in London he had been snapped up by the hunchbacked Earl of Sefton, a voracious gourmet who gave him an annual salary of three hundred guineas and a pension of another hundred. Ude had also found fame as the author of a popular if splenetic cook book, The French Cook, which went into many editions. After twenty years he had left private service to launch a new career as a club chef, starting at the United Service Club and then moving to the splendid Crockford’s in St James’s Street, the grandest, snootiest and most fashionable gambling establishment in London. Now a key attraction to new members, Crockford’s paid Ude the stupendous salary of £1,200 per annum for his culinary services. To twenty-seven-year-old Alexis, in the spring of his career and new to the club scene, the arrogant, witty, celebrated Ude was an impressive role model.


Shortly after the small party had stepped into the spring sunshine of Maddox Street and set off to the wedding breakfast, the second, much larger and smarter congregation began filing into St George’s. The groom, Lord Marcus Hill, strolled across Hanover Square from the Georgian house in which he had been born, accompanied by his elder brother, Arthur, the second Baron Sandys, and the venerated Wellington, legendary military commander and former Tory prime minister, who was to act as one of the witnesses. Arthur had been Wellington’s aide-decamp at Waterloo twenty-two years earlier, and there remained a great affection between the two soldiers. Marcus, however, was a committed Liberal who had eschewed the military for a life in the diplomatic service. Educated at Eton and Edinburgh, he had spent fourteen years in postings from Lisbon to Rio de Janeiro before settling back in England to embark on a parliamentary career. Nearing forty, this was his first marriage. At the appointed hour his bride, seventeen-year-old Louisa Blake, arrived on the arm of her father, Joseph, the organ struck up, and the formalities began.


These two weddings, one modest and the other noble, celebrated in the dying days of King William’s reign, were linked by more than date and venue. For Hill was a founder, leading light and chairman of the Reform Club, where, over more than a decade, Soyer would, with Hill’s unwavering support, establish a name for himself that would eventually spread all over the world. Hill’s affection was based on an admiration of Soyer’s many extraordinary qualities, but no doubt Soyer also kept alive for both of them the sentimental association of their mutual wedding day.


In the six years since his arrival in England Alexis had moved among a number of aristocratic houses, rapidly increasing his experience and reputation in the process. After swiftly leaving behind the lowly job in the Duke of Cambridge’s kitchens procured for him by Philippe, he went as sous chef to the household of the rich and spoiled young nobleman, Henry de la Poer Beresford, the ‘Mad Marquess’ of Waterford. Waterford’s huge estates in Curraghmore on the southern Irish coast had been in the family since the twelfth century, and Henry had inherited the title and lands in 1826, at the disastrously young age of fifteen. By the time Soyer joined his staff in 1832 the impressionable marquess was already a notorious drunk and brawler, with a partiality for puerile practical jokes and a habit of beating up night watchmen after heavy nights out with a gang of hangers-on. His frequent arrests were manna for the scandal sheets. One of Waterford’s most infamous pranks concerned a letter sent to the London and Greenwich Railway Company, in which he offered to pay them £10,000 if they would arrange for him to witness a train crash – specifying that both engines must be driven towards each other at top speed. He had a penchant for spraying paint on public buildings and statues, and once daubed the noses of some granite lions in Regent Street sky blue for a bet. A few years later, in April 1837, while visiting Melton Mowbray for race week, Waterford and his cronies embarked on a particularly boisterous spree in which they painted houses, shops and even the pub bright crimson – giving rise to a popular new expression of ‘painting the town red’.


It is unlikely that Waterford took much interest in his new chef, Alexis Soyer, but as the unrepentant marquess was increasingly ostracised by good society, his was not a household any ambitious cook would wish to be associated with for too long. Alexis prudently sought work elsewhere, and his next employer was seventy-four-year-old George Granville Leveson-Gower, the plump and extravagant Marquess of Stafford, whom the following year King William was to create the first Duke of Sutherland. The Sutherlands were one of the richest landowning families in Scotland – their possessions included the entire county of Sutherland – and in the early part of the century they had been responsible for the shameful Highland Clearances, when thousands of families were evicted, often violently, from their tiny crofts, as the land was emptied to make way for new industries and lucrative sheep farms.


The Sutherlands lived in unrivalled splendour on the fruits of these so-called land improvements, and Stafford House, their London home, was widely considered the grandest residence in the capital. Sandwiched between St James’s Palace and the eastern boundary of Green Park, it had been commissioned by King William’s recklessly extravagant brother Frederick, Duke of York, and its magnificence showed up neighbouring Buckingham Palace for the draughty old farmhouse that it was. Frederick had cared nothing for budgets, and Stafford House was a monument to excess, its immense interior a riotous mini-Versailles of intricate gold plasterwork, thirty-foot marble columns, and lavish velvet and silk furnishings, carpets and curtains. When Frederick died in 1827 his debts amounted to the equivalent of £36 million, and the government, forced to pay off his mortgage, sold Stafford House to the Sutherlands, who had been among his major creditors, at a discount. Although Soyer spent less than a year employed in Stafford House, his connection with the Sutherland family continued for the rest of his life. Just months after his arrival the old duke died, and the domestic reins were picked up by his glamorous daughter-in-law, twenty-seven-year-old Harriet, who would become an invaluable patron throughout Alexis’s career. Harriet was a close friend of Queen Victoria, who often made the short journey from Buckingham Palace to visit her, joking that she had ‘come from my house to your palace’. Over time Stafford House would become an increasingly important Liberal rallying point, and Harriet used her influence with the queen to promote many of her favourite political and charitable causes. It was in this way that she would become essential to the success of Soyer’s work in both Ireland and the Crimea.


London in the early 1830s suited Alexis well. As a single, anonymous new arrival he relished all the experiences that the greatest metropolis in the world had to offer. The city itself was in the process of the biggest upheaval in centuries. The capital was effectively a building site. The effects of the Industrial Revolution were swelling the population of the city at an unprecedented rate, and since the end of the Napoleonic wars, a revived economy and renewed confidence meant people were able to build as they never had before. There were factories and docks developing along the Thames, as Britain’s new steam-powered manufacturing plants conquered new markets around the world. There were new housing developments, gracious public buildings and modern leisure facilities springing up to accommodate and entertain this new mass of Londoners. The West End was blossoming, with areas around St James’s, Mayfair and Marylebone being redeveloped along grand classical lines. The palatial clubs along Pall Mall went up, a potent symbol of this new era of big business and growing fortunes. The traffic-clogged streets were still full of clattering carts, cabs, coaches and carriages but at night the black roads were now lit up by gas, and the great railway enterprise was taking off which would soon see all the major termini in place – Euston, Waterloo, Victoria, Paddington, King’s Cross and St Pancras. The stations, tracks, and carriages were being assembled that would make distant towns as accessible as the suburbs and bring the rest of the country into the lower-middle-class Londoner’s orbit for the first time. Within a few years Charles Wheatstone would have perfected his electric telegraph and Henry Fox Talbot patented a new photographic system which could create multiple images from a single negative.


While these were days of invention and growing prosperity for many, abject, crushing poverty was the lot of many more, and the gulf between the rich and poor was as great as it had ever been. The great Reform Bill of 1832 may finally have extended the electorate, but it did nothing to provide jobs, improve the desperate working conditions or alleviate the widespread hunger of the poorest city-dwellers, who lived, by horrible contrast to the smart new terraces of the middle classes, in slums of almost unfathomable squalor. Alexis, despite his love of extravagant good living, was always acutely aware of the filth and misery that existed cheekby-jowl with the wasteful world that his masters moved in, and that contrast was the chief motivation for his later charitable work. After all, he had grown up in a family that lived in the shadow of destitution, and he knew how tenuous prosperity could be.


For now though, Alexis’s chief concern when off duty was to enjoy himself, and he particularly loved the theatres, which easily rivalled those he had left behind in Paris. The lengthy evening bills, which included melodramas and farces as well as the main attraction, would begin at six and continue well beyond midnight, which suited his long working hours. He could finish the dinner service at Stafford House, effect a quick change from his greasy clothes into one of his ever more raffish costumes, then dash through the old streets of St James’s and reach Covent Garden just in time to qualify for the half-price ‘pit and box’ tickets available at the end of the first play. He became a regular at both the Theatre Royal in Haymarket and and the Theatre Royal in Drury Lane, which was enjoying a period of critical success under the guidance of the great tragic actor William Charles Macready. He became an habitué of the fashionable Royal Olympic after it was reopened by the sensational Madame Eliza Vestris, London’s first female theatre manager, a talented comic singer and actress who was not averse to showing off her impressive curves in risqué boys’ costumes. He also loved the Italian operas and French ballets that were the standard fare at Her Majesty’s, and would hang out in ‘Fops’ Alley’, the narrow passageway below the boxes and between the benches where the dandies congregated to laugh and ogle the women.


More accessible women could be chased at Vauxhall pleasure gardens, and elsewhere, in out-of-town Finsbury, the disreputable, ale-soaked Sadler’s Wells occasionally provided an even rowdier night out. Because of arcane laws which forbade the presentation of spoken plays at the venue, the management often mounted ‘aquatic spectacles’, such as reenactments of naval battles. However, they had to rely heavily on the alcoholic refreshment they supplied to attract patrons to these shows. So it is hardly surprising that a young Charles Dickens, writing his first journalistic sketches for Bell’s Life in London, described Sadler’s Wells audiences as ‘the most ruffianly that London could shake together’, with fights breaking out at almost every performance and ‘resounding with foul language, oaths, catcall shrieks, yells, blasphemy, obscenity – a truly diabolical clamour’.


Along with a taste for rough and ready nights out, Alexis was developing a lifelong love of simple English cookery. With a few of his growing network of friends he would dine on chops, kidneys, rabbits or steak at one of his favourite taverns or dining rooms: the Albion in Little Russell Street – where he ordered scalloped oysters or Welsh rarebit made with a pint of port – Frost’s in Bow Street, or the Provence in Leicester Square. These and many other venues would be packed with playgoers in the early hours of the morning, and the food would be served up, as Dickens also noted, ‘amidst a noise and confusion of smoking, running, knife clattering, and waiter chattering, perfectly indescribable’. On other nights, Alexis was just as happy dining off the fast food available from the wealth of street-sellers: hot chestnuts, fruit, muffins, pork pies, penny pies, ham and cheese sandwiches, or salty baked potatoes from the Coventry Street end of the Haymarket. He bought whelks and oysters from the fish shop next door, where you stood at the counter and sprinkled pepper and vinegar on your supper from bottles with perforated corks and paid extra for crusty bread and pats of butter. He was particularly partial to the fried fish sold by Jewish vendors in the East End, and would later use adaptations of their recipes in his cook books.


Heavy drinking inevitably played a big part in Alexis’s social life, as it did for most Londoners. For one thing alcohol was safer to drink than the cholera-infested water – these were the decades before the stench from the disease-ridden Thames finally forced Parliament to allow the engineer Joseph Bazalgette to create his eighty-two-mile underground network of sewage pipes, pumping stations and treatment works. The Temperance movement had yet to make its presence felt and in the meantime drink still operated as social lubricant: whether it was the champagne of upper-class soirées, the thick brown London porter of tavern habitués or the cheap, sorrow-drowning gin of the poor, the city was saturated with booze and Alexis needed no encouragement to join the drinkers. The best nights combined two of his favourite pastimes – drinking and singing – at one of the city’s innumerable male glee clubs. These ‘harmonic meetings’ were generally held in upstairs tavern rooms, and would start with songs from a couple of professional singers as a warm-up, before the master of ceremonies asked for contributions from the floor. Alexis’s superb voice and love of performance meant that his wide repertoire of romantic songs and comic ballads was always in demand, in spite of – or perhaps helped by – his strong French accent. The proceedings were eased along by the enthusiastic consumption of gin, brandy, stout and cigars, and the music-lovers would frequently reel out at three or four in the morning.


Alexis was now confident that his career setbacks in France were safely behind him. At twenty-three he was rapidly rising through the ranks in one of the grandest kitchens in Europe, and was confident that he would soon be running his own brigade. He may not yet have attained the fame he had once possessed in Paris, but his prodigious talent meant that his reputation was growing steadily in culinary circles, and he was earning a decent wage, enough, at least, to indulge his passion for extravagant clothes and his burgeoning social life. At work he remained professional and ambitious, completely focused on using his charm and skills to become chef de cuisine once again. And the opportunity to take sole charge of his own kitchens soon arrived, with an offer from the stupendously wealthy landowner William Lloyd and his beautiful second wife Louisa. The Lloyds were the owners of Whittington Castle, Aston Hall and Chigwell House, three substantial country estates around Oswestry, two hundred miles from London on the Welsh borders. While not as grand as the Sutherlands, the Lloyds appeared to be generous and appreciative employers and, most importantly, it was Alexis’s chance to start climbing the ladder again. A spell in northern Shropshire would do no harm at all to his future prospects.


And so in 1832 Soyer made his first excursion north of London, through the Midlands to Aston Hall, the Lloyds’ main residence. He journeyed by the old Holyhead mail, which left the Swan With Two Necks in Lad Lane in the early evening and ploughed on through the night via Towcester, Dunchurch, Coventry, Shifnal and Shrewsbury, before depositing him, weary and dishevelled, at the Queen’s Head near West Felton, right on the edge of the Aston estate, just before two o’clock the following afternoon. After a restorative brandy, it was a short walk with his boxes to the gates of Aston Hall.


Once he was settled, it didn’t take long for Soyer to make his presence felt. The Lloyds were thrilled with the talents of their new acquisition, whose classic haute cuisine caused a sensation in a rural county where, pre-railway, even the gentry were still, as the writer Surtees called them, a ‘leg-tied tribe’. Alexis may no longer have had easy access to all the fresh and imported delicacies that the London markets had to offer, but he was delighted with the quality of the Welsh lamb and game, the local cheeses and the freshwater fish available from the waters of the Perry, Dee and Severn. His cooking quickly became the envy of the Lloyds’ social circle, and William and Louisa were not only bountiful hosts, but delighted in sending out the amusing Frenchman as a roving culinary consultant when their friends were entertaining too.


Soyer’s celebrity gave him an unusual status – though clearly not in a comparable class to his masters, he was never entirely the servant either. Everyone quickly got to know his name, guests to Aston Hall would always make a detour to the kitchen to chat, flatter his talents, taste some experimental dish currently in development, or ask for the recipe of a favourite creation, which – unlike many chefs then and now – he was always happy to give out. Not only did his metropolitan cachet place him in a social middle ground, but his conversation, his stories of life in great London houses and his general exoticism meant that he was often invited not only to supervise the catering, but join in the subsequent dinner.


One private residence where he lent his services was at Chirk Castle between Oswestry and Wrexham, a massive and magnificently dour fortress build by Edward I. It was owned by a dashing young soldier, Thomas Myddleton Biddulph, who was keen to add Soyer to his acquisitions. ‘No one could cook like Soyer could,’ he recalled years later. But the chef was not for poaching, and, like everyone else, Biddulph had to be satisfied with invitations to Aston Hall or borrowing him on occasion. Another of the Lloyds’ circle who appreciated Soyer’s cookery was the improbably named Sir Watkin Williams Wynne of Wynnstay, master of a 100,000-acre estate near Ruabon with a huge, deer-stocked park and lake designed by Capability Brown. The wealthy Sir Watkin had once been MP for Denbighshire, but was such a political lightweight that his Westminster colleagues gave him the nickname Bubble. Country pursuits and house parties were more Bubble’s thing, and on 1 March he would celebrate St David’s day by entertaining the local sportsmen with a hunt gathering. Soyer, as a new arrival of great curiosity value, was invited to join them, but became the victim of an unkind practical joke when the huntsman deliberately unbagged a dog instead of a fox. Alexis, not knowing either the customs of English fox-hunting or the difference between a fox and a dog from half a field’s distance, immediately ploughed after the animal, to the huge entertainment of everyone watching. If that wasn’t humiliating enough, Alexis’s horse then stumbled and pitched him into a hedge, completing his mortification.


For the gentry Soyer proved a pleasing diversion, but his real friends were drawn from a humbler social circle. One of them, Charles Pierce, Myddleton Biddulph’s steward at Chirk Castle, would become a close and lifelong friend. Pierce, at twenty-five just three years older than Alexis, later became steward of the Russian Embassy and, inspired by Soyer’s publishing success, wrote a modest domestic manual called The Household Manager. Also included in Alexis’s Oswestry circle were two former apprentices he had known in Paris, now working at other large houses in the area. As Aston Hall was three miles from town, he made his local the Queen’s Head, and there he and Charles would regularly hold court with rowdy sing-songs and – of course – lengthy drinking sessions.


Life was good for Alexis in Shropshire. He enjoyed the Welsh border country, he was constantly maturing as a chef, and it was at this time that he began to develop the flair for invention that would bear such immensely profitable fruit in the years ahead. Always looking for new ways to modernise cooking methods and smooth out the practical problems of running a large domestic department, he would puzzle over each technical hitch until he came up with a new gadget or design modification to cope with it. With a clear-sighted logic he contrived a range of ingenious little labour and timesaving devices which he would then bestow on his friends. His relationship with the Lloyds remained cordial – they would remain in friendly contact years after his departure. Mrs Lloyd would chatter to him in French while Soyer lost no opportunity to flatter her taste and judgement, displaying early signs of the sycophantic streak that would become more exaggerated over time. Best of all, during the summer season he would travel with the Lloyds’ entourage to their house in Upper Brook Street, off Grosvenor Square, giving him a welcome dose of London life and a chance to catch up with Philippe and other friends. And it was on one such trip, three years into his employment with the Lloyds, that he first met Emma Jones.


It was at the start of the 1835 season when Alexis decided, for reasons unknown, to have his portrait painted. He was recommended to approach a Flemish artist called François Simonau, who had a studio near Fitzroy Square. Simonau had arrived in London with his brother Pierre some twenty years earlier, and while Pierre had established a successful lithographic business, François had opted to concentrate on portraiture. Within a few years he had built up an impressive client base and regularly exhibited at the Royal Academy. He also tutored Pierre’s small son Gustave, who was destined to become one of Europe’s greatest architectural artists. Pierre and Gustave had returned to Brussels in 1828 but François, by then married to an affluent English widow, had opted to stay in London.


The fact that Simonau was accustomed to painting the élite of English society did nothing to discourage the young chef from approaching him but, far from being affronted, the fifty-two-year-old artist was amused by Alexis’s presumption, and Alexis in turn was entertained by Simonau’s ‘somewhat peculiar disposition’. Instead of offering to do the picture himself – in fact Alexis was unlikely to have been able to afford him – Simonau passed him over to his pupil and stepdaughter Emma, a talented artist in her own right who was just starting to take on her own commercial commissions. She had already developed a good line in quick crayon sketches, which, thanks to the influence of the colourful Count d’Orsay, who was a superb portrait sketcher, were becoming increasingly fashionable among the aristocracy.


In the Memoirs, Volant coyly asserts that Soyer’s purpose in commissioning the picture was to send it to Paris, ‘we believe to an old love’, as a visual marriage proposal. Whether or not this was fanciful invention, poor Adelaide was forgotten the minute Alexis, kitted out in his portrait finery, met Emma – and with his characteristic impetuosity promptly fell in love. For one thing Emma offered a complete contrast to the women Alexis had previously encountered – from the rich wives he had catered for, to the servant girls in the restaurants and households he had worked in, and the actresses and show girls in the theatres he loved to frequent. Emma was not just pretty and demure, but bright and funny, highly talented and, thanks to her careful education, able to banter with him in flawless French.


The attraction was mutual. Alexis was not just tall and striking, but exuberantly charming and witty, as well as an outrageous flirt, easily able to make a girl believe she was the only woman in the world who existed for him. An initial sitting was arranged for the following day, and Soyer managed to spin out the following meetings for as long as humanly possible. He needed to; at the time twenty-one-year-old Emma had another suitor. But Alexis quickly saw him off with his single-minded pursuit, which included dedicating to her a stream of terrible but rather touching poetry. ‘O vous, Emma, o vous, que mon coeur aime, Enfant gâté d’Apollon et des arts,’ began one flowery ode, penned on 13 May 1835, and leaving her in no doubt of his admiration. ‘Hier au soir, belle amie!!! Pour vous voir – oui, en vain –’ began another, written a year later and showing that there had been no cooling of his ardour. On another occasion, while out of London, Alexis sent Emma a box of local tulips, only to receive a tart reply. ‘Miss Jones is quite astonished at the liberty M.S. has taken, in sending her such a present without her request, and consequently, by the next mail, he will receive a box and and his flowers back; and it will be useless for him to send any more, as she will return them in the same manner.’ The box duly arrived, but when the chef took off the cover, expecting to find a pile of wilted blooms, he saw instead an exquisite painting of the flowers arranged in a pretty nosegay. It was a painting he kept for the rest of his life, and one of those he exhibited after her death to raise money to launch a soup kitchen in Spitalfields.


The question of marriage inevitably arose. By now, as a head chef in a large country house Alexis was earning enough to take on the responsibility of a wife, but perhaps not someone of Emma’s middle-class background and expectations, and Simonau, despite his liking for Soyer, made it clear that he would not allow his precious stepdaughter to throw herself away on ‘a mere cook’, whatever his growing reputation or prospects. Alexis realised he must leave the Lloyds and return to London on a permanent basis if he was to pursue the courtship seriously. He would have to prove his steadfastness and commitment if he was to overcome the objections to his union with Emma. He swiftly found a post as head chef for another well-known gourmet, Archibald Kennedy, the Marquess of Ailsa. The genial marquess lived with his wife at St Margaret’s House, a splendid residence set in vast parklands on the Thames at Twickenham, which for Alexis’s purposes was ideal, being within easy reach of Emma’s home. And so, having made the appropriate arrangements, Alexis spent his last winter at Aston Hall, finally leaving Oswestry in the spring of 1836.


As usual, it did not take Soyer long to ingratiate himself at St Margaret’s. Like the Sutherlands, Ailsa owed his huge wealth to large land holdings in Scotland, and the family seat, Culzean on the south Ayrshire coast, was an exquisitely beautiful castle perched romantically on a cliff edge. However, Ailsa, a passionate Liberal, spent more of his life in London than on his Scottish estates, where he was actively engaged in behind-the-scenes politics. At sixty-five, he was a representative peer, a Fellow of the Royal Society and the Grand Master Mason of Scotland – the Kennedys had been prominent in Scottish freemasonry since the middle of the eighteenth century. Ailsa had been among the minority of peers who had steadfastly voted for the Reform Bill, and he continued to support the Whigs’ drive for the abolition of slavery in the colonies and the improvement of working conditions in factories.


To enable him to stay late at Westminster and enjoy the London social scene, Ailsa had built himself an impressive town house in Privy Gardens, in the centre of Whitehall, but the weekends he spent at St Margaret’s, where he would entertain in style. A regular presence in the kitchen, he would spend hours with Soyer, poring over menus, recipes and remembrances of great dishes and great banquets. Again, it was a relationship that would last. Years later, Ailsa would invite Alexis to seek rest and solace as a guest in the restorative peace of St Margaret’s following Emma’s funeral, insisting that he brought his bereft father-in-law along too. It was possibly Ailsa who introduced Soyer to freemasonry, which he pursued for the rest of his life. And the marquess certainly helped to spread Soyer’s reputation as he bragged about having the best chef in London.


But most importantly, it was through Ailsa’s association with the new Reform Club that Alexis got the biggest break of his career. As a dogged campaigner for the Reform Bill through its long and tortured progress through Parliament, Ailsa was part of the circle of radicals who had felt, in the aftermath of the changes wrought by the Act, that it was about time the Whigs copied their Tory rivals at the Carlton Club and established a London club of their own. For the Reform Act, in extending the franchise, had fundamentally changed the nature of the party. No longer solely the preserve of privileged, landowning Whigs, it was now as much a party of businessmen, lawyers and soldiers. The newly diverse membership needed a social and political rallying point, or as Louis Fagan, the Reform Club’s first official biographer, grandiloquently phrased it, a ‘recognised centre of English Liberalism’.


Established the previous year, the Reform Club’s first home was in a tall narrow town house in Pall Mall and, right from the start, the founders had realised that home comforts such as a well-stocked library and quiet drawing rooms, but most particularly the quality of the food it offered, would be critical to the club’s success. If the social wheels were to turn properly, if ideas were to be developed and alliances forged, then the atmosphere had to be one where the members would have every encouragement to linger, where they would feel relaxed and inclined to dine at leisure. The members would all be accustomed to dining extremely well at home, and so the quality of dinners at the club would have to compete with those available at their own firesides. Successful public banquets would also be crucial for the club’s reputation, when it entertained cabinet ministers or visiting foreign dignitaries. To begin with, the committee contracted out these formal dinners to the assembly rooms at the rear of Horns Tavern, on the edge of Kennington Common. But soon it was clear that a dedicated, imaginative and flexible chef was needed: someone to provide large numbers of excellent meals on a daily basis as well as cater for the big events; someone to help give the club prestige, justify the large subscriptions and better encourage the members to dine together regularly. Their first choice, one Auguste Rotivan, lasted just three weeks before he buckled under the pressure of work and resigned. For the next appointment, the committee had to get it right.


Although he had been with the Marquess of Ailsa for just a year, Alexis immediately saw that this was the job he had waited for all his life. This was his chance to boost his fame, not to mention fortune, by following in Ude’s footsteps. Soyer also recognised that such a position would provide him with a platform for his other ambitions. And so he persuaded Ailsa to use his influence with the club authorities to lobby for his appointment. Not that he necessarily needed such a distinguished guarantor – he knew that there was no one else in London better qualified for the job. Ailsa was loath to let Soyer go, but recognised that this was a superb opportunity for him. And with his Whitehall pied à terre situated so close to the club, at least Ailsa knew he could continue to enjoy Alexis’s cooking during the week. He promoted Alexis’s interests with his usual generosity, and in 1837, at the age of twenty-seven, Soyer took up the position of chef de cuisine of the Reform Club, to which institution he would devote all – or almost all – his energies for the next thirteen years. And with such an undeniably impressive job secured, the last of the Simonaus’ objections to his marriage with Emma collapsed, and he was finally free to book St George’s for the long-awaited nuptials.
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‘THE GLORY OF THE EDIFICE’


[image: image]


Thursday, 28 June 1838 – Coronation Day – dawned wet and windy. By the time the doors of Westminster Abbey opened at 7 a.m., the lines of shivering ticket-holders had been queuing in the cloisters for a full hour. And everyone had to wait – there were no exceptions, irrespective of rank, age or infirmity.


Three hours later, when Victoria finally emerged from Buckingham Palace, the rain had stopped, and watery sunbeams were starting to break through the clouds. Under five feet tall, even in her embroidered coronation slippers, the diminutive monarch looked suitably magnificent in the dazzling crown jewels, her dumpy figure tightly corseted into a virginal white gown that was barely visible beneath the weight of her crimson, gold and ermine robes. She was attended by a total of thirty-two ladies-in-waiting, and the splendour of her clothes and entourage was matched only by that of her glittering carriage, drawn by eight grey horses, which the young composer Felix Mendelssohn, witnessing the spectacle while on holiday from Leipzig, described as ‘golden and fairylike, supported by Tritons with their tridents, and surmounted by the great crown of England’.


Victoria had opted to follow her Uncle William’s example and dispense with the tedious coronation banquet in Westminster Hall. Instead, she was spending the entire £70,000 budget on a grand regal, military and diplomatic procession, which would be witnessed by up to 400,000 spectators. The majority of these had arrived from out of town the day before, and ‘the uproar, the confusion, the crowd and the noise’ were, according to another observer, Charles Greville, indescribable. ‘Horsemen, footmen, carriages squeezed, jammed, intermingled, the pavement blocked up … The town all mob, thronging, bustling, gaping and gazing at everything, at anything, or at nothing.’ Green Park was ‘one vast encampment, with banners floating on the tops of tents and still the roads are covered, the railroads loaded with arriving multitudes’. He conceded, however, that the great merit of the coronation was precisely that it had been designed for the enjoyment of the people. The theatres and pleasure gardens were all giving away free tickets that night, and to ‘amuse and interest them seems to have been the principal object’.


But the procession was undoubtedly the highlight of the celebrations, and a circuitous three-mile route had been mapped out that snaked along Constitution Hill to Hyde Park Corner, down Piccadilly, St James’s and Pall Mall to Trafalgar Square and Whitehall. Escorting the royal carriage, in fresh new uniforms, were the Royal Huntsmen, the Yeomen Prickers and Foresters and the Yeomen of the Guard, and following it was the cavalry. It took until a quarter past twelve for Victoria, accompanied by Harriet, Duchess of Sutherland, her Mistress of the Robes, and the Earl of Albemarle, the Master of the Horse, to reach the Abbey, and nothing more brilliant could be conceived, wrote Mendelssohn, ‘than all the beautiful horses with their rich harness, the carriage and grooms covered with gold embroideries, and the splendidly dressed people inside’. Among the participating ambassadors joining the procession was the former French commander Marshal Soult, Wellington’s old foe, who got a particularly loud cheer from the crowds in a rare gesture of pro-French generosity; and Austria’s Prince Esterhazy, who got a similar cheer on account of his extraordinary uniform, which was so heavily encrusted with pearls and diamonds – even down to his boots – that people marvelled at how he could walk under its weight.


The rareness of a mid-week public holiday, the excitement of the crowds and the lavishness of the parade all contributed to the sense of new beginnings that the rosy-cheeked young queen seemed to usher in. Since her accession a year earlier, the papers had been full of praise for what Wellington had referred to as Victoria’s ‘charm, dignity and grace’, which made such a striking contrast to the boorish behaviour of her dissipated Uncle William. Finally, here she was in the flesh, smiling and nodding, an unspoiled girl of eighteen radiating the promise of a fresh start. Mendelssohn, mingling with the crowds outside the Abbey, had clearly got caught up in the emotionally charged atmosphere as he described the instant that Victoria stepped from her coach. ‘The mass of people was completely hidden by their waving handkerchiefs and raised hats, while one roar of cheering almost drowned the pealing of the bells, the blare of the trumpets, and thundering of the guns, and one had to pinch oneself to make sure it was not all a dream out of the Arabian Nights.’


Along Pall Mall, the clubs had ensured that their façades were lavishly decorated for the occasion, and in a rare burst of gallantry members had invited in the ladies to take advantage of the best views from the upper balconies. On the lower levels the sash windows were lifted out of their frames to enable people to lean out a little further and wave their scarves and banners over the heads of the ordinary spectators on the street. ‘Every balcony was a parterre,’ reported The Globe, ‘and every window was a bouquet of loveliness and beauty.’ The Reform Club was also keen to capitalise on the Mall view, even though the members had vacated the site three weeks earlier in preparation for the demolition of the old club house and erection of a bigger, purpose-built version. So the committee instructed the architect for the project to assemble a giant scaffold across the east and western sides of the empty building, which, when decorated and filled with benches of elegantly dressed ladies, would resemble the stands of a medieval joust.


Pairs of numbered tickets for places on the scaffold, which could hold six hundred women in spite of the vogue for ever-widening skirts, were strictly controlled by the club secretary, Walter Scott, who kept a special book in his office that each member had to come in and sign ‘in his own handwriting’, in order to qualify for the ballot, which was ceremonially drawn at noon on the Saturday before the coronation. Fortunately the temporary club house, Gwydyr House, a rented Georgian mansion around the corner in Whitehall, was also on the queen’s route, and so the Reformers had two vantage points onto the procession. To allow members to avoid the crowds, Gwydyr House opened at six in the morning on Coronation Day, but to enable Soyer to cater in the hopelessly inadequate kitchen facilities for the two thousand members and guests that were expected to eat later on, no breakfasts were supplied after 10 a.m.


In the gardens around Gwydyr House, a large bandstand had been built for the reception of young Johann Strauss and his Viennese dance band, a team of twenty-eight hand-picked players judged the finest Austria had to offer. Strauss had managed to generate a world-wide craze for his joyous dance compositions since putting together his first orchestra in 1825, and his waltzes, polkas and galops were being energetically copied at balls and in dance halls around the country. To cash in on the coronation festivities, he had arranged a mammoth seventy-two-concert tour of England, and the Reformers had pulled off quite a coup to secure him for the day itself – although at £30 for the afternoon they paid quite a premium for the privilege. However, Herr Strauss did not disappoint; among his own works that he conducted were the overtures of Pré aux Clercs and Masaniello, as well as Pot-Pourri and Le Bouquet.


After the first passing of the procession, when The Globe dutifully reported that ‘scarfs, handkerchiefs and hats were waved as Her Majesty passed’, the Reformers and their guests were treated to a suitably majestic buffet. The details of the day’s arrangements, written on the front of Scott’s ticket book, had referred to the provision of a ‘Cold Collation’, but Alexis had scribbled out this phrase, with its dreary cold-meat-and-salad connotations, substituting instead the more flamboyant Déjeuner à la Fourchette, in imitation of the stylish plate-and-fork garden parties currently in vogue on the continent. Feeding all 2,000 diners in the period before the queen’s return journey to the palace was his first real logistical trial as the club’s new culinary star, and he was anxious to impress his employers. As Volant commented, it was ‘no joke for a young aspirant and a foreigner to face some fifteen hundred members of the aristocracy, whose refined appetites were on the qui vive to taste with severe criticism the productions of the youthful artist’.


Fortunately, the whole showy coronation trumpery had appealed to his innate theatricality, and the lavish budget he was given enabled him to give full rein to it. The long buffet tables were piled with snowy napkins, decorated with wreaths of flowers and set against a backdrop of dramatic pièces montées – the intricate sugar ornaments featuring the theme of the day, with a selection of carriages, gilt crowns and other carefully crafted regalia. The dishes mixed the staples of solid English cuisine with more baroque French classics: Galantine de volaille, Truffes au vin de Champagne, Turban of Larks à la Parisienne and Pâtés de Pithiviers – all designed for easy consumption by elbow-to-elbow diners. There were delicate fish in clear aspics, succulent pigeons wrapped in vine leaves, salmon in pastry cases and tiny butter croustades filled with lobster, oysters and carefully blended pâtés. Alexis was an inspired salad maker, who also firmly believed in their important medicinal qualities. He mixed together the most exotic leaves but preferred to keep each salad simple, sticking to just three or four ingredients for each – endive was a great favourite, plus yellow tansy flowers, sorrels and barbe-de-capucin, a wild blue chicory which had to be carefully blanched to remove any trace of bitterness. He took care to herb, season and dress the dish just seconds before being taken to table, to keep the balance and freshness of the flavours perfect. ‘What is more refreshing than salads,’ he would write later, ‘the nice, fresh, green and crisp salad full of life and health, which seems to invigorate the palate and dispose of the masticating powers to a much larger duration?’
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