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			1

			THE HOTELIER and the IMPRESARIO

			In early August 1889, César Ritz left Cannes on an overnight train, the 8:43 p.m. bound for Calais. He was en route to London, ensconced in a private cabin, traveling alone.

			He wore a suit with a high-collared shirt, a tie and waistcoat, and a bowler hat. As usual, he was dressed impeccably, a white carnation in his lapel, his moustache carefully waxed. Ritz was a young man, but his hairline had begun to recede above his high brow and intelligent, watchful eyes. He looked around the compact cabin: it was wood-paneled, with brass coat hooks, a mirror, and a number of storage compartments for his personal items. (His trunk had been taken by a porter when he boarded the train.) Now Ritz hung his jacket in the small closet and placed his hat on the rack. The weather was hot, and he was glad to be traveling at night.

			
			Ritz loved to travel, the thrill and speed of it, the trains rushing toward the future. The Calais-Mediterranean Express train he was on now, for example, had launched a few years earlier, in 1886, and was state of the art, with a restaurant car and onboard lavatories, precluding the need for rest stops at stations along the way. The train ran slowly along the French Riviera, stopping at resort towns like Menton and Monte Carlo before speeding north through Lyon and Paris and on to the English Channel. From there, Ritz would board a ferry and then another train, to London. The trip would take a full night and day.

			It was remarkably fast, Ritz thought. The express trains were transforming European travel and, especially, the towns along the Mediterranean. The English had been coming to the Côte d’Azur for a century already, traveling by carriage and on boats. Rail lines had made the trip far easier. There were numerous competing train companies using the tracks—the long-established Marseilles-to-Nice service along the coast dated back to the 1860s, which was when the Cannes station had been built, a small white building with a roof covering both tracks. But the express trains heralded a new era, bringing throngs of visitors from all over Europe. This was good for Ritz: he was in the hotel business.

			Why was he going to London, anyway? He hated London. Well, he’d never been to London, actually, but he hated the idea of it: the gloom, the fog, the dour English propriety and cool reserve. The mediocre food. He was Continental, in every sense of the word. His business was pleasure. Ritz was a hotel man, welcoming guests with well-practiced charm at his two small properties, one in Cannes, the Hôtel de Provence, the other in Baden-Baden, Germany, the Hotel Minerva, where he also ran the Restaurant de la Conversation.

			He was thirty-nine years old and had been working in the business his whole life—in Lucerne, Paris, and Vienna; in San Remo, Monte Carlo, and Trouville; all over Europe, following the glamorous trail of vacationing aristocrats and wealthy tourists as they took their cures and baths and sought mountain air in the summer and Mediterranean sun in winter. They were an international tribe, increasingly mobile—the Orient Express, with its luxurious sleeping cars, had just launched the first nonstop train between Paris and Constantinople—and Ritz had cultivated a following among them. The dapper young Swiss hotelier was effortlessly multilingual (if heavily accented), and never forgot a name or a face. Not only that, he also took careful note of his clients’ whims and desires: who preferred what for breakfast, who required a carafe of water on his bedside table at night.

			
			Ritz was also a showman, an orchestrator of evening entertainments and gala dinners. Indeed, it was because of one such grand dinner that he now found himself, however reluctantly, on the train to London.

			It had been almost a year ago, that dinner, at Ritz’s recently opened restaurant in Baden-Baden. The Restaurant de la Conversation was already the talk of the town. He had advertised both the hotel and restaurant extensively, printing lavish brochures, and installed electric lights above the terrace, twinkling in the branches of the plants and trees. He was soon attracting a glamorous crowd. (Kaiser Wilhelm I, the German emperor, had eaten dinner there, and Ritz had made sure everyone knew it.) Baden-Baden was a summer resort, a place people came to for the casinos and the racetrack, and of course for the hot-spring baths—baden is German for “bath”—and it was a town where, in the evening, elaborate dinner parties were held. So when Prince Radziwill, a leading member of the Kaiser’s circle and Berlin society, told Ritz that he wanted to host a dinner that would be remembered—“something original,” he said—and that cost was not a concern, Ritz seized the opportunity.

			This was the sort of challenge Ritz loved: to create a spectacle. And all the better to do so with an unlimited budget. This would be more than a dinner; it would be an event. He landed upon a simple, summery idea: to bring the outside in. He covered the entire floor of the restaurant with grass, and the walls with roses, hundreds and hundreds of them. He placed potted trees among the tables and brought a stone fountain and pool into the restaurant and filled it with exotic goldfish. At the center of this theatrical indoor woodland scene was an enormous fern. Ritz had seen it at one of the local horticultural gardens and managed to rent it for the night. (That alone had cost a small fortune.) Then he built a table around the towering plant and covered that with yet more flowers. (Ritz was a great believer in flowers—vast, extravagant quantities of them. He sometimes thought he was singlehandedly keeping the local florists in business.)

			
			He hired an orchestra, designed the menu, and then basked in the delight of the prince and his guests. The scene was magical, transporting the diners into a kind of Midsummer Night’s Dream stage-set fantasy, and the evening, despite all the logistical hurdles, was a stunning success.

			It was just after dinner when Ritz was approached by an Englishman named Richard D’Oyly Carte. “This is the sort of thing,” D’Oyly Carte said, his arm sweeping across the room, “I’d like to do at my new hotel in London.”

			D’Oyly Carte was a few years older than Ritz, in his mid-forties, a short, wiry, frenetic man with a full beard and piercing brown eyes that seemed to have an orange tint. He owned the Savoy Theatre on the Strand in London—this was “Theatreland,” they called it, a raucous stretch of the Thames Embankment that was the center of bohemian London’s nightlife. D’Oyly Carte was now building a large luxury hotel next door to his theater, also called the Savoy, one that he said would be the best in the world.

			D’Oyly Carte had made his fortune producing Gilbert and Sullivan’s comic operas, hugely popular entertainments that included The Pirates of Penzance and The Mikado, in the 1870s and ’80s. The hotel was a long-held dream of his: a place for theatergoers to eat dinner and, if they were from out of town, stay the night. D’Oyly Carte had traveled widely and was convinced that London was ready for a truly modern hotel.

			
			The two men had met before, two years earlier, in Monte Carlo. D’Oyly Carte had stayed at the Grand, which Ritz was then managing, and had been effusive in his praise: “There is not a hotel in London,” he proclaimed, “where you can get a decent meal…much less one where you can dine like a god, as one does here.”

			He went on to tell Ritz when they spoke in Monte Carlo that London desperately needed a good hotel with a good restaurant. Or, better yet, a great hotel with a great restaurant. Yes, what London needed was a man like Ritz. “You’d make money hand over fist,” D’Oyly Carte said. “Hand over fist!” There were plenty of large hotels in London (the Langham, the Westminster Palace), but their food and service were mediocre. Unsophisticated. And as for the leading restaurants, they were banal. Stolid chophouses mostly, along with a few decent French restaurants, such as the Café Royal and Kettner’s, both favored by the literary set. Still, there was nothing that could compare to the glamorous atmospherics and sophisticated cooking on the Continent.

			Now, amid the trees and ferns and roses at the Restaurant de la Conversation, surrounded by German, French, and English high society, the orchestra playing, everyone drinking, Prince Radziwill holding court at the center of the room, D’Oyly Carte was no longer making idle small talk about the hotel business. He was offering Ritz a job: come to London, he said. See it for yourself. The Savoy was going to change everything. And he needed a man like Ritz to manage the hotel and restaurant.

			Ritz had only smiled. London? No one even ate in restaurants there, at least not the aristocratic types he served in Provence and Baden-Baden. The English elites were tradition-bound, in Ritz’s experience. They all ate at their private clubs, or entertained at home, either in town or at their country estates. Why would they come to a hotel for dinner?

			
			And furthermore: Ritz had only just gone into business for himself, independently, taking charge of the restaurant in Baden-Baden and the nearby Hotel Minerva, and opening his hotel in Cannes. Not to mention he was newly married, just last year: his young wife, Marie, awaited his return from Baden-Baden even as they spoke. His plate was full. He had to say no.

			D’Oyly Carte understood completely. But…and now a new idea formed. Why not come to London for the grand opening, just for a short visit—a week or two? Ritz could survey the operation and offer advice. His knowledge and expertise would be invaluable, said D’Oyly Carte. He would be a consultant, his very presence at the Savoy conferring legitimacy and guaranteeing its success. In fact, if Ritz agreed, D’Oyly Carte would announce to the press that the renowned César Ritz was overseeing the debut of the restaurant. And for this, D’Oyly Carte would be willing to pay a significant sum: £350.

			He looked at Ritz in his keen, assessing way. It was a baldly mercenary offer, a form of prostitution, really: Ritz’s reputation in exchange for cash. Still, £350 was a lot of money, the equivalent of a decent annual salary.

			“He wants the clientele I can give him,” Ritz told Marie when he arrived at home in Cannes—the guests he had courted and served over the years both there and in Baden-Baden, and before that in Monte Carlo and Lucerne, relationships he’d nurtured for years. First and foremost, “the Marlborough House set—Lord Rosebery, Lord and Lady Elcho, Lord and Lady Gosford, Lord and Lady de Grey, the Sassoons.” They were members of London’s social, political, and business elite: the Prince of Wales’s inner circle, named for his residence on Pall Mall. Not far from Buckingham Palace, Marlborough House was a grand London mansion and had been home to Queen Victoria’s eldest son and heir to the throne since the 1860s. The prince was a man of great appetites and good taste, and he traveled often. He was Ritz’s most important client.

			
			But it wasn’t only English aristocrats who favored Ritz’s hotels and who D’Oyly Carte hoped would come to the Savoy: there were “the Roman Princes, Rudini, the Crispis, the Rospigliosis, the Radziwills, and so forth,” Ritz continued—all the great royal families of the Continent. “And the best of the theater and opera crowd—Patti, the de Reszkes, Coquelin, Bernhardt; the Grand Dukes, and the smart Parisian crowd—the Castellanes, the Breteuils, the Sagans.” And, of course, the European and American financiers: “He wants the Vanderbilts and Morgans, he wants the Rothschilds.”

			There was nothing that gave Ritz more pleasure than contemplating this list of his most illustrious, glamorous guests—the prestige, money, and honor their names represented, prestige that had now attached itself in some way to his own name. And for a man who’d grown up herding cows and goats in the Swiss Alps, that was saying something.

			Ritz was known in this rarified world. Respected. He had made something of himself. Ritz had been serving the Prince and Princess of Wales since the early 1880s; the royal couple had come to the Hôtel de Provence with their five children the previous year over Easter, and had addressed him as a friend. They had stayed for two weeks, their royal patronage a most valuable endorsement of Ritz’s new venture: where the prince went, others invariably followed. And the prince was loyal.

			Now D’Oyly Carte was hoping for a similar result in London, and hoping Ritz could help. If the prince and his friends were to embrace the Savoy, that alone would justify the cost of paying Ritz an exorbitant fee to attend the opening.

			“He wants to make his hotel the hotel de luxe of London and of the world,” Ritz told Marie.

			
			“And he thinks your name alone can do it?” Marie asked.

			“He says I am one of the titans of the hotel and restaurant world,” Ritz said, laughing. “And he’s right in thinking that my name now has a certain value. It will attract the crowd he wants—but it won’t keep them. He hasn’t the least idea how much work and care, how much imagination and effort, go into the proper running of a hotel.”

			Still, he was flattered—and curious. And so here he was on the train to London. The Savoy Hotel was opening the following Tuesday, August 6, 1889. Ritz would be there in his dark suit, a flower in his lapel, a temporary figurehead, a symbol of the Continental style and luxury the Savoy promised. Would it deliver? He felt a twinge of unease at the risk he’d taken on—the risk to his own reputation. Would it be tarnished if the Savoy failed to live up to expectations? Ritz didn’t think so. He was his own man, with his own hotel. And this visit to London would also be an excellent opportunity to remind some of his many longtime English customers about his new, independent ventures in Cannes and Baden-Baden.

			

			[image: ]

			In London, meanwhile, Richard D’Oyly Carte was frantic. He was a theater man; he was used to opening nights. But there had never been one like this—three of them, actually, over the course of an eleven-day span:

			First there was to be a “housewarming supper” hosted by Hwfa Williams, one of the seven directors of the Savoy Hotel Company, and his wife, Florence. Williams was a confidant of the Prince of Wales, a sportsman and man-about-town, founder of Sandown Park, the horse-racing track in Surrey. His wife was a prominent member of London society, famously well dressed, one of the premier hostesses in a city full of them. A glittering assortment of well-titled aristocrats and other prominent couples was expected to attend.

			
			Next was a larger event, this one for investors who’d bought shares in the company, for the many theater people associated with the Savoy, and for the press. D’Oyly Carte was billing this as a “private viewing,” and he had invited hundreds.

			Finally, the following week, came the actual, official opening of the hotel and restaurant.

			D’Oyly Carte found himself consumed with anxiety, the deep and existential kind that accompanies great risk undertaken in public. He had put it all on the line for this hotel: his money, his friends’ money, his reputation. Of course, he was accustomed to pressure. He was a producer, a man who wrangled and cajoled, persuaded and inspired. The egos and hysterics and the never-ending scramble for money were all in a day’s work in the theater business. Still, this was different.

			He had enlisted a group of high-profile investors: in addition to Williams, the company directors included the Earl of Lathom, who was the Lord Chamberlain (a political position within the royal household); A. G. Weguelin and R. B. Fenwick, both wealthy financiers; Michael Gunn, a theater impresario from Dublin; and Sir Arthur Sullivan, the composer—and of course D’Oyly Carte himself. This small group had put up the money to buy the land, construct the building, and launch the company, which had then raised £200,000 by selling shares. The share subscriptions, at £10 each, had been offered to the general public after the hotel was built but before it opened.

			D’Oyly Carte had spent five years building the Savoy Hotel, and now was the moment of truth.

			The structure itself was a technological marvel: seven stories high and built entirely of fireproof materials. The lighting was all electric, in every room, available twenty-four hours a day. Indeed, one could turn the bedroom light on or off, using a conveniently placed switch, without getting out of bed. D’Oyly Carte loved telling people this.

			
			There were six American-made elevators, four for service and two for guests, all running twenty-four hours a day. The guest elevators were the largest ever seen in Europe, and were luxuriously appointed. D’Oyly Carte referred to them as “ascending rooms.” The use of elevators erased any distinction in status or convenience between floors: the seventh-floor rooms were equal in height and in every other way to the rooms on any other floor—and cost the same, too. (This was unusual: most hotels charged far less for rooms on higher floors, which had traditionally been servants’ quarters.) Also, there were speaking tubes, pipes that could carry voices over long distances, connecting every floor of the hotel to the kitchen, so guests could order breakfast, lunch, dinner, or supper and, within a few minutes, be served, D’Oyly Carte proudly exclaimed, “in the most perfect manner in their own rooms.”

			There was a total of four hundred guest rooms in the hotel, two hundred fifty of which were in suites, with sitting rooms and varying numbers of bedrooms. Many of the suites had their own private bathrooms and toilets, with hot and cold running water. In fact, there were sixty-seven bathrooms in all—an astounding number. When D’Oyly Carte showed the plans for the hotel to his builder, Mr. G. H. Holloway, he’d been met with incredulity. Was he planning to host amphibious guests at his hotel? the builder asked sarcastically. Sixty-seven bathrooms was unheard of—the Hotel Victoria, for example, recently opened on Northumberland Avenue, had a total of only four bathrooms for five hundred guests. Each room had a flat bath stored under the bed, and guests would ask servants to bring large canisters of hot and cold water to the room. The Savoy did away with such inconveniences; it was entirely modern.

			
			This, however, is what worried D’Oyly Carte: there was a certain English disdain, at least in some quarters, for anything faddish, newfangled, or American. Indeed, it had been on his many trips to America, booking performances of Gilbert and Sullivan operas for his traveling theater company, that he had first stayed in hotels with elevators and private bathrooms. The enormous Palace Hotel in San Francisco had impressed him the most: it had five elevators and more than four hundred bathtubs—and it had been built fourteen years ago, in 1875. The idea that elevators or modern plumbing might be viewed with suspicion was preposterous, but D’Oyly Carte understood that he needed to educate his clientele.

			He had faced a similar challenge when opening the Savoy Theatre in 1881. It was one of the first buildings anywhere, and certainly the first theater in London, to be lit entirely by electricity, a fact that aroused much curiosity, but also fear. Was it safe? Just how flammable, exactly, was a lightbulb? D’Oyly Carte had printed reassuring information in the Savoy playbills about the building’s fire-safety equipment:

			
				The theatre is protected against fire by an elaborate system of water “sprinklers” placed over the stage, and also by the HARDEN STAR GRENADES (as adopted by Her Majesty).

			

			The “grenades” were blue six-inch-tall spherical glass bottles filled with a liquid-chemical fire extinguisher. They were meant to be thrown at a fire, at which point they would explode and douse the flames. Harden Star Grenades were considered the best.

			On the theater’s opening night, D’Oyly Carte himself had taken the stage. He walked out with a standing lamp and switched it on. The audience fell silent. The lights were absolutely, perfectly safe, he said, as he covered the lightbulb with a thin muslin cloth, in the manner of a magician performing a trick. “You see there is no deception,” he proclaimed—and then took out a hammer and smashed the glass bulb. The crowd gasped, tittered, and applauded. The point was made. The bulb had not exploded in a fireball, much to everyone’s relief. The muslin cloth, furthermore, amazingly, was unsinged: D’Oyly Carte held it up for inspection, to loud cheers. The cheers continued even after he’d left the stage, and so he returned for another bow. Enjoy the show, he said.

			
			Beyond electricity, the Savoy Theatre had been groundbreaking in other ways, pioneering standards that D’Oyly Carte knew would make the show better but that took some getting used to. For example: reserved seating and an organized queue. No longer would there be a rush to the best seats, leaving the less agile at the back of the house. There would be order. He also forbade tips of any kind, offered programs and coat check service free of charge, and served decent-quality, nonwatered-down whisky and real coffee (not chicory) at the theater bars.

			He had, in other words, modernized not only the theater but the theatergoing experience itself. Powered by the hit musicals of Gilbert and Sullivan, and the dazzling performances of the “Savoyards,” as the actors in the company came to be called, the Savoy was a runaway success, piling up huge profits year after year. Now the question was: could he do the same for the restaurant dining and hotel experiences?

			Just as he had at the theater, D’Oyly Carte planned to eliminate all extraneous charges at the hotel, aiming for smoother and less irritating service. “No charge for Baths, Lights, or Attendance,” announced the full-page advertisements for the hotel that D’Oyly Carte took out in the London papers. Such charges for basic services were common at most hotels, and infuriated him endlessly. Indeed, the multitude of fees and tips levied at hotels and inns was a remnant of the early Victorian era, and bitterly bemoaned as far back as the 1850s, when Albert Smith published his darkly comic treatise, The English Hotel Nuisance, a book that outlined every shabby indignity, overpriced candle, unusable bar of soap, inedible steak, uncomfortable room, and gouging fee charged for indifferent service at English hotels:

			
				Let us first take, as an example of the spirit of Extortion brooding over most hotels, the elaborate and expensive process of washing one’s hands, which is as follows:

				The first stage: You go into the coffee-room, and, previous to dining, wish to wash your hands.

				The second stage: You ring the bell, and the waiter appears, to whom you communicate your wish. He says “Hands, sir, yes—sir,” and goes away.

				The third stage: After waiting a considerable time, you ring again.

				The fourth stage: He then conducts you to the foot of the staircase, and calls up it to the chambermaid.

				The fifth stage: You stand in expectancy with the waiter for a little while upon the rug, and then the chambermaid appears.

				The sixth stage: She precedes you up some stairs, and down others, and along passages on different levels, and round corners, and at last introduces you to a bedroom.

				The seventh stage: She next draws the bed-curtains, and pulls down the blind—not because such is wanted, but from mere mechanical habit, and then leaves you to your own devices.

				The eighth stage: You find some hard water that would curdle the soap, if it would dissolve; but you might as well wash with a bit of chalk, as with the singularly hard white cake in the soap dish. There is one towel, damp and hard, and very like embossed paste-board.

				The ninth stage: With these aids you make what toilet you may, and then come out to find the attendant waiting for her fee at the door.

				This is no exaggeration: I am certain there are few of my readers who will not bear me out in the truth of the picture.

			

			D’Oyly Carte had great ambitions for the hotel restaurant, which would be open to the public, and not only to guests. He had announced the formation of a “restaurant committee,” an offshoot of the board of directors, a group of influential Londoners who would consult and advise on matters related to food and wine. D’Oyly Carte hoped they would also be frequent guests, and bring their friends. The committee included Earl de Grey, Reuben Sassoon, Arthur Sullivan, and Hwfa Williams—all men of renowned good taste.

			As D’Oyly Carte said to César Ritz when they first met, there was no world-class restaurant in London, and he meant to change that. “The restaurant is intended to be cosmopolitan,” he said—it would “equal such famous establishments as Bignon’s, the Café Anglais, and others in Paris; Delmonico’s or the Brunswick, in New York; the Belle-Vue, in Philadelphia; and Pfordte’s, in Hamburg.” These were the great restaurants of the nineteenth century: the Café Anglais dated back to 1802, Delmonico’s to 1827, chef Louis Bignon’s Café Foy to the 1840s, Franz Pfordte’s namesake establishment to 1859. They served mostly French or French-influenced dishes in warrens of wood-paneled private dining rooms, attracting fashionable crowds—generally men, as was typical of the period. Each was well known in its city and beyond, at least among sophisticated travelers, just the sort of renown D’Oyly Carte planned to achieve at the Savoy.

			As for the food: it would be mainly French, of course, but not exclusively. D’Oyly Carte wanted the menu to include English, Russian, German, and Indian dishes, too. “A marked importance will be given to the special products of the United States—canvas-back ducks, terrapin, clams, American oysters, green corn and other luxuries being imported as in season, so that the traveling Americans will be well catered for.”

			
			Americans were coming to London in ever-greater numbers, crossing the Atlantic in ever-larger and more luxurious ocean liners, and they had money. D’Oyly Carte knew that they would be one of the keys to his success. At the same time, he needed to convince the old guard of London society to leave their private clubs and entertain in a more public venue—and to do so alongside these wealthy Americans.

			He had hired François Rinjoux, the maître d’ at the Grand Hotel in Monte Carlo, to oversee the restaurant’s operation. Rinjoux was the epitome of the French maître d’hôtel, known to one and all by his first name. “François!” customers called out when they saw him. Monsieur Charpentier, meanwhile, who had been the chef at White’s, the venerable gentlemen’s club on St. James’s Street, would run the kitchen. He was a classic and proper French chef, of the old school. And as for general manager, after Ritz had declined the job, D’Oyly Carte hired W. Hardwicke, who had long experience running the staff of a large private home. Hardwicke’s senior staff were likewise mostly former high-level private service personnel—butlers and footmen.

			It was all coming together. The truth was, D’Oyly Carte enjoyed the pressure, the rush of putting on a show. It was exhilarating, if a little panic-inducing, particularly the financial end of things. The Savoy Hotel Company stock subscription had gone well enough, but his future was riding on the success of the venture. He had sunk a good portion of his own wealth into the business. He was invested in every way.

			As usual, he put thoughts of money and balance sheets out of his mind. He was not prone to dwell on such details. D’Oyly Carte was a man of instinct and forward-charging energy and passion. Always one eye on the next big thing, the next opening. He was famous at the theater for doing everything at the same time. He might be found dictating telegrams from his box at the Savoy, watching a dress rehearsal, consulting with the director about last-minute production changes, all while also giving an interview to a newspaper columnist about his new hotel, and eating lunch.

			
			Now he was drowning in last-minute logistics—scheduling, deliveries, staffing, supplies; everything late, expensive, and not quite right. It was just like a play: yes, it would all come together in the end. Opening night, they would be ready. Not every show succeeded; he knew that. You launched them as well as you could and hoped for the best.

		

	
		
		
			
			2

			A LONDON DEBUT

			The Hwfa Williams housewarming supper at the Savoy didn’t start until midnight on Saturday, July 27, 1889, after the performance at the Covent Garden opera ended and guests had made their way to the hotel. The late hour served only to accentuate the slightly giddy, celebratory ambience.

			Horse-drawn carriages pulled up into the Savoy courtyard from the Thames Embankment, one after the other, as guests climbed the steps to the entrance, admiring the nighttime view: the row of gaslights along the waterfront, the looming outline of Cleopatra’s Needle, cloaked in misty darkness. Inside, the hotel dazzled with over-bright electric lights. The décor was formal, even grand: carved wooden wall panels beneath a golden frieze, and ceilings in gold and red. There were flowers on all the tables, and at the far end of the room, the London Military Band had begun to play.

			
			Helen D’Oyly Carte surveyed the scene as she and her husband welcomed guests and thanked them for their good wishes. The Savoy was splendid, they all said. What a delightful room!

			Helen was Richard’s second wife, and it was complicated. They had married the previous year, but she’d been working for him since the 1870s (more than ten years), and they’d been in love for most of that time. His first wife, Blanche, had died of pneumonia in 1885 after a long illness, at the age of thirty-two. Helen and Richard had waited an appropriate amount of time, puzzling through the oddness of their circumstance, going from employer and employee to married couple and full partners. Of course, Richard took the lead. It was his business. But the truth was, Helen was indispensable. She ran whole swaths of her husband’s theater operations, and was intimately involved in the launch of the hotel, too. She was canny and intelligent. What she was particularly good at was the actual business part of business: the details, the money, the contracts, the negotiations, the schedules, all of it.

			Helen had made more than a dozen trips to America over the past decade, many more than Richard, overseeing the Savoy’s touring company and establishing copyright protections for Gilbert and Sullivan’s works. (This was not always successful—the staging of unauthorized versions of the hit musicals was rampant—but she did her best.) There were frequent visits to San Francisco, Philadelphia, and New Orleans with the touring company, but mostly Helen had worked out of a small office in New York, on the corner of Broadway and Thirty-Second Street. It was from there, for example, that she helped arrange American lecture tours for D’Oyly Carte clients, including essayist Matthew Arnold and playwright Oscar Wilde.

			The Wilde tour had been a sensation, timed to coincide with the 1882 New York opening of Gilbert and Sullivan’s Patience. The play was a satire of the aesthetic movement—the effete, decadent, sensuous art and poetry of the 1870s—and of the self-serious aesthetes themselves. The main character, Bunthorne, wore a velvet jacket, knee breeches, and a monocle; carried a sunflower wherever he went; and offered pronouncements on art and beauty. Bunthorne was loosely modeled on the painter James McNeill Whistler and the poet Algernon Swinburne, but it was Wilde, who had just published his first collection of poetry, whom D’Oyly Carte had hired to tour the United States. There was a great deal of interest in the aesthetic movement, and in the endlessly witty and peculiarly dressed Wilde. In city after city, he gave lectures on the decorative arts and poetry, traveling from New York to St. Louis to San Francisco. The tour was an enormous success, and was extended to last almost a year. Helen made all the arrangements.

			
			Helen was unusually well educated for a woman of the time. Born and raised in Scotland, where her father was a bank manager, she had attended London University as one of the first four women honors candidates granted admission there. She had received certificates, as reported in the London Times, for passing exams in mathematics and mechanical philosophy (the term for technology) and in logic and moral philosophy. She was on the path to a career in education but soon found herself drawn in another direction. Teaching, as it turned out, bored her. She worked for a while as a tutor to daughters of wealthy families in London, but spent all her free time going to the theater. Soon she was taking classes in singing, dancing, and elocution, and dreaming of a career as an actress.

			“Helen Lenoir” became her suitably glamorous stage name, and she moved to Dublin to take a small role in a comedy called Aladdin and His Wonderful Lamp, at the Theatre Royal. This was a fortunate engagement, for it was in Dublin that she met Michael Gunn, the manager of the theater, and it was he, in turn, who gave her a letter of introduction to his old friend Richard D’Oyly Carte in London.

			
			She appeared in D’Oyly Carte’s office on the Strand—R. D’OYLY CARTE, MUSICAL AND THEATRICAL AGENT, read the sign on the door—at noon one February day in 1877 and presented the letter. Her name was Helen Lenoir, she said, and she was looking for work as an actress.

			“Oh no,” said D’Oyly Carte. “All my actors are coming back from pantomimes and I cannot find places for any of them. And I am sorry, but now I have to go out to lunch. But at present I do not need anyone at all.”

			“Oh yes you do, Mr. Carte,” said Helen. “You need someone to tidy this office.”

			That was always how she told the story anyway, casting herself as the plainspoken and well-organized aide to the brash and permanently harried D’Oyly Carte.

			And thus had begun her career in the theater, though not quite as she’d planned. She soon found herself working as a secretary for D’Oyly Carte and his three other employees. She pursued a few acting jobs that year (a small role in a legal comedy called The Great Divorce Case), but discovered that her real talent was managing and organizing: D’Oyly Carte was a dynamo, fiery and impulsive, and Helen’s calm and meticulous rigor were just what the business needed as it grew. Richard and Helen proved to be an excellent team.

			Gilbert and Sullivan, on the other hand, the creative source of much of D’Oyly Carte’s success, were a temperamental pair, and it fell as often as not to Helen to smooth things over. W. S. Gilbert, in particular, the librettist, could be difficult, his sense of grievance always close to the surface. Arthur Sullivan, who wrote the music, was more congenial. His signing on as a director of the Savoy Hotel Company, for example, was a show of support for D’Oyly Carte, and he had of course agreed to come to the hotel opening that evening.

			He was one of a number of theater people in attendance, including Michael Gunn, from Dublin, who had introduced Helen to Richard those many years before. Like Sullivan, Gunn had invested in the hotel out of loyalty to D’Oyly Carte, and joined the board of directors. The theater people were scattered around the dining room, offering a dash of bohemian raffishness to the otherwise genteel proceedings.

			
			Although D’Oyly Carte had overseen the organization of the party, and made sure to invite his friends and confidants, Hwfa Williams was the event’s official host. A large and glamorous assortment of high-society regulars had come. There was the beautiful Consuelo Montagu, the Duchess of Manchester, an American socialite in her late thirties who had married into the British aristocracy. Lord and Lady Dudley, Lord and Lady de Grey, Lord Hartington, and Lord Hardwicke were all in attendance—leading lights of London society. Lady de Grey in particular was a prolific hostess and patron of the arts. She made a point of inviting artists, writers, musicians, and various foreign intellectuals to her luncheon parties—the French author Jules Claretie, for example, and Oscar Wilde. Lady Randolph Churchill, another American—she was born Jennie Jerome in Brooklyn—had also come. Though her husband was a politician, and they had two young sons, John and Winston, her dark eyes, seductive manner, and friendliness with the Prince of Wales were a topic of much gossip and speculation.

			Sullivan sat at a further table of aristocrats, including Lady Claud Hamilton, Lord and Lady Gosford, and Lord Dunraven, and charmed them all. There was also a contingent from the English branch of the Rothschild family, the wealthy banking clan, and from the American Forbes family. His Imperial Highness Prince Ernst Hohenlohe of Württemberg, a kingdom in southern Germany, was also in attendance.

			There were no members of the British royal family at the party. Richard and Helen had grumbled to each other privately about this, but what could they do? As circumstance would have it, the wedding of the Prince of Wales’s eldest daughter, Princess Louise, had taken place that very day at Buckingham Palace, and this evening the prince was hosting a reception in celebration at Marlborough House. Numerous European royals were in London for the wedding, including the King of Greece and the Crown Prince of Denmark; D’Oyly Carte hoped that some of them would find their way to the Savoy that week. Indeed, given the royal wedding, it was remarkable that Hwfa Williams and the Savoy had drawn such a glamorous crowd, including a good showing from the Marlborough House set. (Not every member of this diffuse social circle had been invited to the royal wedding, apparently.)

			
			In the constellation of London society, no one was more important than the Prince of Wales. He had ushered in a new era of license and pleasure in the 1880s. Unlike his famously remote mother, Queen Victoria, ensconced in a world of court tradition and formality, the prince was a man-about-town. He liked to eat and drink, surrounded himself with bons vivants, and carried on affairs with numerous women—some of them married to his friends. He presided over a generation of London society that was more open, more wealthy, more dashing, and more fun. This was precisely the new London for which D’Oyly Carte had designed the Savoy, so of course the prince’s absence was keenly felt.

			Still, it didn’t really matter: the prince’s friends were there, and that would have to be good enough.

			At the large oval head table, in the center of the room, Mrs. Hwfa Williams, in a pink-and-gray gown, laughed with Lady Churchill. All around the room were women in dresses in a great variety of designs and colors—Lady Dudley in all white, Lady Clarendon in black with pink roses. Some of the gowns were slim and high-waisted; others made use of a rigid bustle, although this figure-enhancing fashion was by now on the way out. “Charles Frederick Worth now eschews even the semblance of a bustle,” reported the Rational Dress Society Gazette in the fall of 1888, referring to the prominent Parisian dressmaker. “The news seems almost too good to be true. We will actually be able to lean back in a carriage or on a chair once more.” So-called rational dress had become a political cause: suffering for fashion in a girdle or a bustle was not only unhealthy—it was wrong.

			
			The 1880s had seen huge changes in women’s fashion, a liberation of sorts. Liberation from the constrictions of the girdle, yes, but also from the previously strict rules about morning dresses, walking dresses, visiting dresses, dinner dresses, and ball gowns, and when exactly to wear each of them. “Now, women dress for dinner in as many different ways as the meal is served,” the magazine The Woman’s World had just announced. “Low gowns, half high gowns, or tea gowns which are akin to dressing gowns, or tea gowns that closely resemble the revised court bodice, inspired by the modes of mediaeval times—all these are popular!”

			Just a few years old, the magazine was one of a slew being published in London for modern, forward-thinking women. Oscar Wilde was the editor.

			A similar liberation was under way when it came to the staging of an event such as the opening of the Savoy. Married couples, for example, were not seated together or even necessarily at the same table. Prior to the opening, there had of course been much agonizing about who would sit where, all of which had been handled by Mrs. Hwfa Williams. The evening’s hostess had a perfect understanding of the politics of rank and prestige that was so thoroughly codified among the titled aristocrats, but also a good sense of drama, the pleasure of mixing things up.

			Waiters circulated with glasses of champagne, and everyone was talking and drinking and watching everyone else talk and drink. It had been a wonderful season in London, they all agreed: so many lovely dinners and soirees. The late-night debut of the Savoy was a fitting conclusion to the summer festivities. The room was beautiful, the crowd was noisy, and the champagne was excellent.

			
			The menu had been designed by Charpentier, and it was simple: a midnight supper and not a full dinner. There was to be no dessert.

			CROUSTADES DE CREVETTES DIEPPOIS

			Shrimp croustades with Dieppois sauce
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			CAILLES DE VIGNE
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