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For the sake of
discretion, I took it upon myself --- not because I was asked to,
but because I felt it was the right thing to do --- to change the
names of certain guests and the location of the rooms in which they
stayed.

 


But nothing else has been
altered in any way.

 


The people are
real.

 


The stories are as they
happened.

 


The spelling is British,
not just because this book was first published in London, but
because it seems appropriate to leave it this way.

 


The year is
1995.

 


And The Hotel, arguably
the greatest in the world at the time, is Claridges.
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Dramatis Personae

Major Players

In Order of
Appearance

 


 


Francois Touzin - General
Manager

John Wingrove - Head Hall
Porter

Roy Barron -
Security

Chris Baxter -
Security

Robert Buckolt - Rooms
Division Manager

Rory Purcell - Chief
Engineer

Carole Ronald - Executive
Housekeeper

Adam Salter - Night
Manager

Philippe Krenzer - Food
and Beverage Manager

Andrew Jarman - Banqueting
Manager

Christian Horvath - Head
Cashier

Daniel Azoulai -
Restaurant Manager

Marjan Lesnik - Maitre
Chef de Cuisine

Andrew Pierron -
Information Technology Manager

Michael Duncan - Assistant
Manager

 



 


 


 


 


 



Chapter One

 


 


 


 


 


 


Brook Street was just
waking up as he walked briskly towards the front
entrance.

 


There was hardly any
traffic. Only one taxi was in the rank, its driver sitting in the
rear seat, sipping coffee out of a thermos. A red Post Office van
was parked on the far side of the street. Much further along the
block, all the way down at the corner of Bond Street, there were
the flashing yellow lights of a maintenance vehicle, where workmen
were doing something to a street lamp.

 


For most people, Monday
was the start of the week. But not for him. There was no such
thing.

 


Above the Hotel’s
entrance, three flags hung motionless. The British Union Jack. The
European flag. The US Stars and Stripes. The other four flag poles
were empty.

 


“Good morning, Mr Touzin.”
The uniformed doorman always waited until he was just close enough
before tipping his hat and greeting his boss.

 


The ever-polite Frenchman
said in his soft voice, “Good morning, Roman. How are
you?”

 


And as his boss stepped
into the revolving door, the doorman gave it a gentle push so it
would rotate more easily.

 


“Thank you.”

 


Inside the art deco
entrance, with its starburst chandelier, mock tortoise shell
ceiling and blue, star patterned carpet, Touzin spotted the back of
a starched white and gold-braided uniform.

 


The man wearing it was
standing in the middle of the Front Hall, alone in the large, oddly
silent room with its stunning black and white marble floor, its
period fireplace, its Georgian chandelier, its cathedral ceiling
and its grand staircase leading up to the mezzanine.

 


Moving cautiously towards
the man, careful not to make any noise, Touzin got close enough,
then poked his finger like a gun into the small of the man’s back
and whispered, “Stick ‘em up.”

 


The senior Concierge swung
around, hesitated, grinned and said, “Good morning, Mr.
Touzin.”

 


“Good morning, John.”
Trying to catch him with his back to the front door was a game they
played often.

 


The Concierge laughed.
Touzin laughed too. But the concierge understood.

 


Around the corner to the
left was Reception --- a light wood counter facing a blue sofa, two
separate desks at the side of that, with lamps and telephones, and
comfortable chairs to sit in, where guests who had never been here
before completed a form.

 


The moment the two young
men behind that counter saw him, they stood up and said, almost in
unison, “Good morning, Mr. Touzin.”

 


“Good morning, Alastair.
Good morning, Michael.” He asked, “Anyone in yet?”

 


Michael answered, “Yes,
sir. Two early arrivals.”

 


He said, “Good,” and
walked past them to the door that led into his own small office,
where curtained windows looked out on Brook Street.

 


It was an unremarkable
room, with a mahogany desk to the right, a straight-backed chair
against the near wall next to a small cabinet, plus two other
straight-backed chairs and a tiny round coffee table in front of
the desk. Another door, in the far corner, opened into the even
smaller office of the Rooms Division Manager.

 


There were a lamp and a
computer terminal on Touzin’s desk --- he turned them both on ---
and, next to his two phones, a bottle of Evian water he’d forgotten
to put away. In the centre of his desk, neatly stacked, were a
dozen small black notebooks, like the kind high school kids use to
record their homework assignments.

 


His watch told him it was
not yet 7:30.

 


He always tried to arrive
early --- leaving home just after his children got up to go to
school, getting to the Hotel before the rest of his senior staff
--- so that he’d have some quiet time to go through those
notebooks.

 


It was an important part
of his day because each department manager recorded in them
everything, every day, that he or she thought the General Manager
would want to know. And Francois Touzin was the sort of General
Manager who wanted to know everything.

 


Now in his mid-40s, with
short brown hair and a friendly roundish face, he was running one
of the most famous and most exclusive hotels in the world.
Twenty-five years after going into the business, needing to prove
to his father that he could succeed in life, he was the first
non-British custodian of one of Britain’s most distinguished
traditions.

 


Of average height,
fighting hard and just about winning the battle against middle-aged
spread, he tended to wear dark suits, the way his five predecessors
had for the past century. But, unlike them, he kept his office door
open most of the time. Unlike them, he made it his business to know
every one of his employees by name.

 


This was his second tour
of duty here. His first was seven years before, when he had been
brought in as Assistant to the General Manager and given the extra
responsibility of running the Food and Beverage Department. He
stayed two years, a tenure that left him filled with doubts about
the Hotel and, in particular, about the Group that owned
it.

 


In those days, the Group
was criticized in the press as being a relic, old-fashioned to the
point of being archaic, tradition-bound to the point of being
stodgy. That bills were handwritten was a nice touch, perhaps, but
not terribly practical. That the General Manager was not
necessarily held responsible for the bottom line was a critical
mistake.

 


In those days, the Group
was sinking in financial mire, but the champagne was always
properly chilled.

 


He’d seen people come to
work here, bringing with them all sorts of innovative ideas --- the
way he had the first time --- but changing things at the Hotel was
exactly like turning that fabled ocean liner in the middle of the
high seas. It needed a lot of water. It needed a lot of patience.
And, perhaps most importantly, it needed the rest of the crew to be
turning in the same direction.

 


In the end, he’d seen
people leave drained, while the ocean liner sailed on, true to its
fixed course, straight ahead.

 


The older members of
staff, the ones who had been here 20 and 30 and 40 years, reminded
him when he was here the first time, you can’t change the Hotel,
the Hotel will change you.

 


Now he was back, brought
in specifically to change it.

 


But the Hotel will change
you.

 


Their warning kept ringing
in his ears.

 


After ordering a coffee
from Room Service, he reached for the notebook on the top of the
stack.

 


The Night Manager’s log:
Mr. Palmer, holding a confirmed reservation for room 315 finally
checked in at 2:30 this morning. His flight had been held up
somewhere for nearly nine hours. I noticed smudges on the carpet on
the 6th floor just outside the main lift. I took extra pillows to
Room 239. I brought a hairdryer to Room 210. 6:45 - A leak reported
in the Accounts Office. The Duty Engineer was informed. He couldn’t
find the source and has notified the plumbers. A bucket was placed
under the offending dampness. Mr. Hammond, 421-422, was visited at
1:00 by an unknown lady, who left the Hotel at 2:30, and a second
unknown lady who apparently arrived at 3:00. No one realized that
she wasn’t a guest, until she departed at 4:15. The chimney sweep
arrived at 7:00 asking permission to clean the fireplace in the
Front Hall. Permission was denied. It was too late in the morning.
Guests would have been disturbed. He was told to return at an
earlier time.

 


Checking off each item
with the initials FRT --- the R was for Robert, after his father
--- he highlighted the ones he wanted to mention at the morning
meeting, put that book aside and picked up the next one.

 


The Chief Engineer’s log:
An air-conditioning technician arrived at 19:45 to look at the unit
in the telephone PDX equipment room. He left at 20:45 when the
repair was completed.

 


The Rooms Division
Manager’s log: 17:30 - Mr. Robert Latrobbe, Room 525, arrived back
at the hotel with his brother who’d just missed his flight home.
The brother, Mr. David Latrobbe, was registered as a guest and a
second bed was placed in Mr. R. Latrobbe’s room.

 


The Executive
Housekeeper’s log: One of the maids reported that Mrs. V.
Cunningham in 340 had suffered an asthma attack. I proceeded to the
guest’s room to ensure that she had adequate medication and that
she was comfortable. She had been to her doctor earlier in the day.
She said all she needed were some extra pillows, which I
supplied.

 


Touzin went through them
all, one by one.

 


Afterwards, he glanced at
his overnight faxes, stopping at one in particular, from a travel
agent in San Francisco who was complaining about the prices his
clients were being asked to pay.

 


That the price of a room
might be too high --- or, for that matter, too low --- had less to
do with supply and demand, Touzin believed, than with a guest’s
perception of what that room was worth. The price of a room was
correct as long as guests felt they were getting their money’s
worth. Touzin wanted the travel agent to understand that and made a
note to ring him. He hoped that a personal phone call could change
the man’s perception.

 


After sipping the last of
his coffee, he walked into the Front Hall.

 


No longer the quiet place
it had been less than an hour ago, there were people arriving and
people leaving and guests coming down for breakfast.

 


He loved watching the
Hotel wake up.

 


Men with expensive suits
and women with somewhere important to be hurried by him.

 


He greeted those guests he
knew by name and introduced himself to the ones he hadn’t yet
met.

 


When an elderly gentleman
walked up to say hello, Touzin shook the man’s hand. “It’s nice to
have you back with us.”

 


“But there is no
honey.”

 


Touzin didn’t
understand.

 


“There is no honey,” the
old man repeated. “I like to have honey with my porridge but they
don’t bring it to me.”

 


Touzin couldn’t recall the
gentleman’s name, so he asked, “What room are you staying in and I
will see to it that you have honey from now on with your
porridge.”

 


The gentleman said, “417”,
nodded thank you, shook Touzin’s hand and walked away.

 


Across the room, huddled
into a corner under the grand staircase, Touzin noticed the Hotel’s
two security officers. Roy Barron was a tall, firmly built, 40-year
retired veteran of the City of London Police. Chris Baxter was a
sandy-haired former Flying Squad officer who’d spent 25 years with
Metropolitan Police. They were speaking to a strapping, dark haired
man in an ill-fitting blue suit, and a short, Oriental man in an
equally poorly tailored grey suit.

 


Touzin nodded
hello.

 


Barron caught his eye and
invited him over, to introduce him. The British man was a police
officer, assigned to the Diplomatic Protection Group of the
Metropolitan Police. The Oriental gentleman was a security officer
assigned to the South Korean Embassy.

 


“We are very much looking
forward to the visit,” Touzin told the Korean.

 


The man bowed and said
yes, everything would be fine.

 


“You are in very good
hands,” Touzin said, tapping Barron’s shoulder. “Is everything
going according to schedule?”

 


“Yes,” the Korean
gentleman replied.

 


Touzin smiled, shook their
hands again and took his leave.

 


The Concierge was booking
a flight for a guest. A gentleman was asking where he could
exchange some money. One of the page boys was taking packages from
a lady. The uniformed liftman was greeting another. “Good morning,
Madam.”

 


At Reception, one of the
fellows behind the desk introduced him to a French couple just
checking in, then added, “Perhaps you could translate.”

 


Touzin took over ---
“Bonjour Madame, bonjour Monsieur” --- welcomed them to the Hotel
and helped them to register.

 


Back in his office, he had
just enough time to check the name of the guest in Room 417 --- Mr.
Alfred Patrick --- before his secretary came in with the morning
post.

 


He was only half through
that when the phone rang --- it was an old friend from his days in
Australia --- and he took that call. The hotel business, much like
the Mafia, is populated by bosses all over the world who know each
other, and even if they are supposed to be competitors they still
keep in touch.

 


Then Robert Buckolt
stepped through the door that connected his office to
Touzin’s.

 


The tall, smiling,
ever-efficient, morning-suited 39-year-old Rooms Division Manager
boasted, “Thanks to the Koreans, our yield is way up this week.
Here’s the final schedule for the visit. The President arrives
tomorrow at 11:30.”

 


Touzin took it from him,
checked his diary to make certain he had the time right, then
asked, “What about the weekend?”

 


“It drops off
considerably.”

 


“You still have the whole
week to find new bookings.”

 


“Yes, sir,” Buckolt said,
as though he wanted to add, if only it was that simple.”

 


By 9, a dozen senior staff
members --- most of the men were dressed the way Buckolt was, in
black tie and tails --- had gathered outside Touzin’s office. When
he saw they were ready, and when he was ready for them, he invited
them in with a mannerly, “Please.”

 


The men stood.

 


Being a European, Touzin
invited the women to sit.

 


There were only three
women on his staff, so the chair allotment worked well. But even if
there were more chairs, the men would still stand because Touzin
believed that people who stood during a meeting said what they had
to say in more succinct terms. People who stood didn’t linger with
non-essential business, the way they might if they were comfortably
seated. But then the ladies didn’t linger much either because
everyone had other things to do.

 


Especially
Touzin.

 


The meeting began, as it
did every morning, with him saying, “Good morning, how is
everyone?” then reciting the day’s statistics from a computer
print-out.

 


“Last night’s occupancy
was 67 percent with an average room rate of £224.50. The month to
date occupancy is 58 percent with an average room rate of £211.75.
Last year to date’s occupancy is 56 percent with an average room
rate of £206.60.” He put the page aside. “We have the Koreans in
this week, which will put those figures way up. But Mr. Buckolt
tells me the weekend will be light.” He looked at Buckolt, “What do
you think we’ll end the month with?” But before Buckolt could
answer, Touzin stopped him. “No. Wait. I’ll tell you.” He took a
piece of paper, wrote a figure on it, folded it, put it in an
envelope and sealed the envelope. “This is what I think.” He looked
back at Buckolt. “What do you think?”

 


From the back of the room,
Buckolt said, “We should be just about 60 percent for the
month.”

 


Touzin waved the envelope,
as if the real figure was his little secret, then reached for the
notebooks. “We’ll see.” He changed gears, “Duty Manager: 11:45 pm.
Heat detectors in main kitchen activated. No reason.” He turned to
Rory Purcell, the young, hyper-active, Irish-brogued Chief
Engineer. “It goes off a lot.”

 


Purcell grinned from his
place near the door, “It works.”

 


Touzin wondered, “Should
it go off so much? It seems to happen almost every day.”

 


“When the heat builds up
it’s supposed to go off.”

 


“Would you please check it
to see if it’s functioning properly.”

 


“I will look at it, again.
But it’s only when it doesn’t go off that it’s not functioning
properly.”

 


Nodding that Purcell had a
point, Touzin moved on. “Mr. Unger in 425 complained about Room
Service. He says he placed his order at 18:30 and it didn’t arrive
until 19:15.”

 


“He complained,” Buckolt
said, “because he thought that was very slow. I checked with Floor
Service and found that the order wasn’t logged in until 18:55. I
presume the guest was mistaken about what time he placed his
order.”

 


“Would you ring Mr. Unger
please and apologize. Tell him that you’ve made me aware of his
complaint and that it won’t happen again.”

 


Buckolt made a note to
phone the guest.

 


“Mr. Hunter in 316,”
Touzin read, “complained of indigestion.”

 


Again Buckolt answered, “I
saw Mr. Hunter this morning and he’s feeling better.”

 


“Did he eat in our
restaurant?”

 


Buckolt assured him, “He
did not.”

 


Snapping shut that book
--- “Good” --- Touzin picked up the Housekeeper’s Log. “The clock
in 516-517 doesn’t work.”

 


Carole Ronald was a
compact woman with short, bleached hair. In her early 50s, she was
the senior female on the staff. Accordingly, she claimed the chair
against the wall, to the left of Touzin’s desk. And because she was
who she was, no one else ever dared to sit there. “It does
now.”

 


Touzin read, “Mrs.
Widdicombe in 522 stopped me in the corridor and wondered why no
one says hello anymore.”

 


Everyone
laughed.

 


“She’s a dear old lady.”
Ronald obviously wanted them to understand that this was serious.
“She told me that when she first started coming here, which has got
to be at least 40 years ago, if not more, all the staff used to say
hello to her and greet her by name. Now she claims, no one says
hello.”

 


“Really?” Touzin seemed
surprised. “All right, would everyone please make a point of saying
hello to Mrs. Widdicombe.”

 


A volley of voices
mumbled, “Hello Mrs. Widdicombe.”

 


He went to another item
from Ronald’s log. “Mr. Stoltz in 131 reported that the laundry
lost his shirt.”

 


Ronald explained, “The
valet remembers getting it from him and there’s a record that we
sent it. Except that the laundry claims they have no record of ever
receiving it.”

 


“How much,” Touzin
asked.

 


She answered, “Mr. Stoltz
says the shirt cost him £250.”

 


Touzin raised his
eyebrows. “Is that all? Normally shirts that get lost start at
£1250.” He closed that book and took the Night Manager’s log.
“Carpet smudge outside lift on sixth floor.”

 


Ronald jotted that down.
“I’ll take care of it.”

 


“Also...” He spotted an
item he hadn’t seen earlier and struggled with the Night Manager’s
handwriting. “Light next to entrance...”

 


“It’s the sixth floor,”
Adam Salter offered. Still in his dinner jacket, still wide awake,
this was the end of the 26-year-old Englishman’s shift. He’d been
on duty since 11 the previous night. “It’s right next to the lift
entrance.”

 


Ronald added that to her
list.

 


Touzin carried on. “Mrs.
Glass, Room 345, complained about a taxi driver. According to her,
the driver was rude.” He looked at Salter. “Do you have the
driver’s number?”

 


“The lady didn’t get
it.”

 


“What about the hall
porter? Did he know the driver?”

 


“No.”

 


“Well...” There was little
he could do, except make certain that the woman was reassured. He
asked Buckolt, “Would you please go to see her, say we’re sorry
about the incident and that we will take whatever steps we can to
make certain it doesn’t happen again.”

 


As Buckolt wrote that
down, Touzin picked up the Food and Beverage Manager’s log. “Mr.
Watkins in 241 complained that the restaurant didn’t open until
7:30. He said he thought that was pretty late for some people and
wondered why it wasn’t open at, say, 7.”

 


Looking at Philippe
Krenzer --- a thin, dark-haired, shyly quiet man in his mid-30s and
the only other Frenchman on the senior staff --- Touzin agreed, “I
think he’s right. At least Mondays through Fridays. Maybe not on
weekends, but during the week I think 7 is right. Let’s see if we
can’t arrange that.”

 


“We can,” Krenzer
said.

 


Now Touzin wanted to know,
“What percentage of guests take breakfast here?”

 


Krenzer guessed,
“Including Floor Service, perhaps about 65 percent.”

 


He thought about that for
a moment. “It’s too low. We have to talk about finding ways to get
that figure higher. Especially in the restaurant. Maybe opening
half an hour earlier would help.” Then he remembered, “The
gentleman who is staying in Room 417, his name is Mr. Patrick, came
up to me this morning to say that he can’t get honey with his
porridge. Would you please make sure it goes into his guest history
and see that they bring it to him automatically from now
on.”

 


As Krenzer wrote that
down, Touzin picked up the next log book.

 


It was 15 minutes before
he finished with them, and after putting the last one down, he went
around the room to see if anyone had anything else to
add.

 


Ronald noted, “I have two
maids off sick so we may be a little slow in getting rooms back
into service this morning.”

 


Purcell said that workmen
would be in at midnight to paint the main lift ceiling, and
promised that they would be out before 6 the next
morning.

 


Touzin made a face. “No
later than 6.”

 


Purcell assured Touzin,
“No guests will be inconvenienced.”

 


Banqueting had nothing.
Information Technology had nothing. Security had nothing. But
Krenzer wanted Touzin to know, “A guest in the restaurant last
night didn’t like the potatoes.”

 


“The potatoes? What was
wrong with the potatoes?”

 


“He said they didn’t taste
right.”

 


“Did you speak to the
chef?”

 


“Yes. He said it was
because they were using a different variety of potato. It is not
the usual variety.”

 


“Not the usual variety?”
Touzin shook his head. “That’s no excuse.”

 


“Of course not,” Krenzer
agreed.

 


When there was nothing
from Personnel, nothing from the Reception Manager and nothing from
the Head Cashier, Touzin said to Buckolt, “Okay,
arrivals.”

 


One of the women sitting
opposite Touzin’s desk stood up so that Buckolt could take her
place. Balancing a huge logbook on his knees, then finding the
correct page, he reeled off the list of guests due in that
day.

 


“Mr. and Mrs. Pearson are
arriving this morning on the Amex Platinum Fine Hotels Program for
three nights in 231. It’s their first stay with us. Dr. and Mrs.
Hennessey are back for two nights, and they’ve asked for 504, which
I’ve given them. Mr. Al-Khalili is in 405-406 for five nights. Full
rack. You’ll recall that he was with us about six months ago for
five nights. He’s become quite a regular. Mr. and Mrs. Hall are
coming in this afternoon from Paris, for one night in 104. Mr. and
Mrs. Ryan are arriving tonight by Concorde from New York, for three
nights in 440-441. It’s their silver wedding anniversary.” He
paused to ask, “Shall I put something in the room for
them?”

 


“Yes.” Touzin noted the
Ryans’ name in the small red VIP arrivals book that Buckolt made up
for him each day. “Let’s do extra flowers and a bottle of
champagne. And please see that the Duty Manager greets them this
evening. He should be the one who takes them up to their
room.”

 


Buckolt proceeded down the
list of the 45 arriving guests, detailed the rate they were paying,
where they were staying and any notes he’d found on them in the
Hotel’s extensive computerized, “guest histories.”

 


That done, Touzin asked,
“Anything else?”

 


No one
answered.

 


“Have a good day,” he
said, and they filed out.

 


Waiting for everyone to
leave, he reached for his phone, dialled a room and when a woman
answered he said, “Good morning, this is Francois Touzin. How are
you, Mrs. Widdicombe?”

 


 


*****

 


 



 


 


 


 


 



Chapter Two

 


 


 


 


 


 


As soon as the Foreign
Office reached the point of finalizing arrangements to receive
President Kim Young-sam of the Republic of Korea, the Visit Section
--- which coordinated the specific details ---- contacted the
Second Secretary at the South Korean Embassy, a man named J. K.
Lee, to ask what sort of accommodations the President and his
entourage might require.

 


Lee had only a rough idea
as to the size of the official party, so he informed the Visit
Section that there would probably be 50-75, but he pointed out that
this was just a rough estimate. The Visit Section suggested that
Lee ring the Hotel to see if it could handle the
accommodation.

 


Introducing himself to the
Hotel operator, Lee said that he would like to speak to someone
about the possibility of reserving several dozen rooms. The
operator automatically put him through to Robert
Buckolt.

 


A hotel and catering
college graduate, Buckolt had worked his way up from the bottom ---
it is the conventional thing in the hotel business --- paying his
dues at Reception, as Back of House Manager and as Night Manager.
Now, as Rooms Division Manager, he supervised the Reservation and
Reception staff, in addition to the Front Hall personnel and, to
some extent, the cashiers. From the tiny office he shared with the
Reception Manager --- sandwiched between Touzin’s office and the
room where the Reservations clerks took bookings --- Buckolt asked
how he might help.

 


Lee explained that,
although he couldn’t go into any detail at this stage, he was
wondering if the Hotel could supply 12 suites, including the Royal
Suite, 20 twins and seven singles for three nights, mid-week, three
months hence.

 


“This is,” he stressed, “a
general enquiry and I would not wish to say who the main guest
would be.”

 


“I understand.” Buckolt
easily recognized the planning stage of a state visit because he’d
been through this before. It was always the same --- a foreign
embassy wanting lots of rooms for three days, refusing to say who
the star guest would be, creating an aura of secrecy. Perhaps, he
thought, it added some excitement to a Second Secretary’s daily
grind. “If you would be kind enough to give me just a moment to
check, please.”

 


The Hotel comfortably
accommodated between 330 and 340 people with a staff-to-room ratio
of two to one. He had 190 rooms to sell every night and 380
salaries to pay. So he needed to maximize the Hotel’s daily
occupancy at the optimum room rate. If embassies and Second
Secretaries wanted to play games of cloak and dagger, as long as it
led to bookings, that was all right with him.

 


According to his computer,
there were several firm bookings for that week, and several more
not yet confirmed. However, he saw that he had enough space, even
if at this point it meant that the available rooms were spread over
the entire hotel. He knew that a group like this would want rooms
on the same floor. But then he also knew that wasn’t a problem ---
at least, not yet --- because he still had plenty of time to
shuffle guests into other rooms.

 


“Yes,” Buckolt assured the
Second Secretary, “we can indeed accommodate your
request.”

 


Lee asked him to hold
those rooms tentatively, and promised that he would be back in
touch as soon as possible. At that point, Lee did not ask the price
of the rooms, nor did Buckolt quote a price.

 


The moment he hung up,
Buckolt stepped into Touzin’s office. “It looks like the Koreans
are coming.”

 


Touzin was pleased, all
the more so because visits like this were sold at “rack” --- full
price.

 


Although Buckolt announced
the potential visit at the following morning’s staff meeting,
nothing more was said about it until Lee phoned back to increase
his request for twins from 20 to 60 and for singles from seven to
33.

*****

 


 


When Lee and several other
Embassy officials came to see the rooms and discuss specific
requirements, Buckolt conducted the tour, which included a visit to
the Royal Suite.

 


The grand staircase led up
from the Front Hall to the mezzanine, where a smaller staircase ---
at the far end of the mezzanine --- took them up to the first
floor. There, in the corner of the building, double doors led into
a pale green lobby.

 


Off to the left there was
a dining room, also in shades of green, with a period English table
large enough to seat 12. Straight ahead, another set of double
doors opened into the large sitting room, in shades of light
yellow, with a large salmon pink, plum red and pale green carpet. A
large couch faced a coffee table and, beyond that, a working
fireplace. There was a writing desk to the right and a beautiful,
light wood grand piano in the corner to the left. Made by Broadwood
and Sons in London in the nineteenth century, that piano once
belonged to Richard D'Oyly Carte, the British theatrical producer
who became famous for staging the operatic works of Messrs Gilbert
and Sullivan.

 


Overstuffed armchairs were
scattered around, with side tables next to them.

 


From the sitting room, an
internal hallway led to the main bedroom. Running the length of the
first floor, that inside hallway paralleled the main hallway so
that anyone staying in the Royal Suite could interconnect with all
of the rooms along the front of the Hotel. It created a totally
secure area so that the guest in the Royal Suite never had to use
the main hallway, except to enter or to leave the hotel.

 


Although the room numbers
assigned to the Royal Suite were 112-114, they never appeared on
any door. In fact, the Royal suite was the only room in the Hotel
without numbers. But even if there had been 112-114 engraved on a
small brass plaque in the middle of the front doors, that would
have been misleading. At its smallest, this was a three room suite.
But it was possible to turn it into six, eight, ten, twelve, twenty
interconnected rooms.

The bathroom, set off the main bedroom, had that sturdy, old
fashioned, white enamel look, with shiny gold taps on the basins.
The bathtub was heavy, white cast-iron. At some point, very much as
an afterthought, a shower had been fitted on, with a glass door
that cut off half the tub from the rest of the room.

 


The main bedroom was
surprisingly unspectacular, featuring an ordinary queen-sized bed.
But then the list of people who had slept there was quite
spectacular --- from Nikita Khrushchev to Jackie Onassis, from the
King of Morocco --- who brought his own bed because he liked that
one better --- to Enrico Caruso, from Sophia Loren to Ronald
Reagan.

 


Because the Royal Suite
was the most special place in the Hotel --- it cost £1200 a night
for the minimum three-room configuration --- not just anyone could
have it. Requests for it had to be put in writing to the General
Manager. Anyone just ringing up and asking for it was invariably
turned down, such as the man who phoned the Night Manager one
morning at around 4:15. Refusing to identify himself, he told Adam
Salter that he’d like to book the Royal Suite for the remainder of
the night.

 


Without even checking to
find out if it was available, Salter apologized that the suite was
not available. “I’m terribly sorry, sir.”

 


“Listen, I’m really in a
spot,” the man confided. “It’s only for the rest of the
night.”

 


“Sir, I’m afraid the Hotel
is fully booked.”

 


“If you knew who this was
for, you’d change your mind. But I can’t say, you know, for
security reasons.”

 


“I understand, sir, but
there isn’t anything....”

 


“Let me put it this
way...” The man dropped his voice to a whisper. “My client is an
extremely famous pop star. We’re talking instantly recognizable,
here. The thing is, he’s with a young lady... you understand, it’s
not his wife... and anything you could do, you know, in the most
discreet way possible, would be greatly appreciated.”

 


Admittedly, his interest
was aroused. Yet Salter stood his ground. “I’m afraid it’s
impossible, sir, perhaps another hotel....”

 


“Ah,” the man screamed,
“to hell with you,” and slammed down the phone.

 


Salter never found out who
the pop star was. But that wasn’t the point. This was not one of
those “celebrity” hang-out hotels. Even when requests came in
writing for the Royal Suite, they were refused to celebrities who
might somehow detract from the quiet and discreet nature of the
Hotel. For instance, they turned down Madonna when she asked for
the Royal Suite. From actors to pop stars, from teen heart-throbs
to heavyweight champions, the management turned down anyone whom
they felt would create a crowd control situation that would
inconvenience their regular guests.

 


One rare exception was
Clint Eastwood.

 


When he arrived for his
first visit, some years ago, the then General Manager --- a Touzin
predecessor --- was notified by the front desk that a V-VIP had
arrived.

 


The first V stood for
“Very”.

 


The General Manager rushed
out of his office to escort the film star personally to the Royal
Suite.

 


“It is a real pleasure to
have you with us, Mr. Eastwood,” he said. “And I would like you to
know that my wife has read all your books.”

*****

 


 


The Foreign Office Visit
Section made a firm reservation for 16 rooms, which included suites
for the visiting head of state and the most senior people in his
party. Those bills would be paid by the British Government
Hospitality Fund, excluding personal extras such as international
phone calls and hairdressing.

 


Independently, the Koreans
decided they needed 83 rooms, and agreed to pay all of those bills,
including personal extras.

 


An advance inspection team
from Seoul moved into the hotel for three nights, taking nine twins
and three singles. There were 18 people in all, including members
of the President’s Secret Service detail, Korean Telecom engineers
and the President’s Protocol Secretary.

 


Touzin chaired the initial
meeting in the living room of the second-floor Piano Suite ---
Rooms 212-214 --- an exquisitely decorated apartment that cost £800
per night. Buckolt, Ronald and Andrew Jarman --- the young, hefty,
large-jawed Banqueting Manager --- were there, together with a few
other Hotel staff members, and six Koreans.

 


Noting that the Koreans
had expressed the desire to keep as many people as possible on the
same floor, Touzin explained that the Hotel had reserved rooms on
the first and second floors. Extra allocations, however, now
spilled over to the third floor. And although no one had realized
it at the time, additional rooms would need to be found. By then,
the only space Buckolt had left was on the fourth floor. It wasn’t
ideal, but the Koreans accepted that it was the best the Hotel
could do. After all, Touzin still had his regular guests to
consider.

 


Lee then went through a
long list of requirements. He wanted a dining area in the hotel set
aside exclusively for the President’s entourage. The Koreans would
not, he insisted, want to dine with the Hotel’s guests.

 


Touzin explained that,
normally, he would have assigned the main Ballroom to the Koreans,
but unfortunately, all the banqueting rooms were booked for the
first night of their stay. Jarman added that he would arrange an
alternative dining area for that first day, and make the Ballroom
available to them for the rest of their stay.

 


That led, naturally, to
the question of food.

 


They wanted a mixture of
European and Korean dishes, Lee said. Jarman promised that the Chef
would send Lee his menu proposals.

 


The Protocol Chief
explained that food for the entourage was one thing, food for the
President was a different matter. The only meal he would definitely
take in the Hotel was breakfast, and the President’s breakfast was
always cornflakes and a three-minute boiled egg. What’s more, it
could not be prepared, nor could any food be prepared for the
President, without his taster being present. Everything prepared
for the President would have to be duplicated for the
taster.

 


Touzin wondered if the
same held true for the First Lady.

 


No, the Korean Protocol
Chief said, this was only for the President.

 


Touzin never asked why
nobody seemed to care whether or not she got poisoned.

 


The Protocol Secretary
went on to say that the First Lady would need her own dressing
table --- she would not share one with her husband --- and that she
also wanted 20 extra hangers in her wardrobe.

 


Carole Ronald assured him
those items would be put into the suite.

 


Next, Lee said, there
would need to be a special express laundry service, available 24
hours a day.

 


Touzin agreed to provide
valet cover over-night, but only for the 16 official suites. The
Hotel’s regular laundry service would, in turn, handle all other
requests on a same-day basis.

 


Telephone communications
was next on the agenda. A Korean Telecom engineer explained how he
would install three phone systems, to operate in parallel with the
Hotel’s. The first consisted of 13 regular, unsecured lines, in
conjunction with British Telecom. Then there would be two secure,
permanently open hot lines --- one of them in the President’s
suite, another in a command post down the hall --- going directly
back to Seoul. The third would consist of nine point-to-point
lines, linking specific rooms, bypassing the hotel
switchboard.

 


Touzin said that was no
problem.

 


Lee then wanted parking
spaces out front for 10 government cars, 20 embassy cars and two
large buses.

 


This was difficult, Touzin
allowed, because the Hotel didn’t control parking. He advised Lee
to take up the matter with the Visit Section, which would then act
as intermediaries with the Metropolitan Police. As it was, some
200-300 police officers would be assigned to the visit, including
members of the Diplomatic Protection Group, and motorcycle
outriders to escort the President’s car.

 


Throughout the meeting,
Korean Secret Servicemen walked in and out, sat down for a few
minutes, looked, listened, then got up and without saying anything,
walked out.

 


It was as if they had
nothing better to do.

*****

 


 


Little by little, Lee’s
requests grew more demanding.

 


He wanted the President’s
suite to be at a constant temperature of 25-degrees centigrade.
That was 77 degrees Fahrenheit.

 


Buckolt assured him that
would be done.

 


Lee said he wanted cooking
facilities to be available to the President’s chef 24 hours a day.
So the first-floor pantry was designated and two Floor Service
managers were assigned as the President’s personal
waiters.

 


He said he needed to know
how the Hotel would arrange for luggage on arrival, and also how
the Hotel would arrange for luggage on departure.

 


Considering the fact that
there would be 400-450 pieces of luggage, it was a serious concern.
So a system was worked out whereby everything would be unloaded
into the luggage porters’ room at the front of the Hotel, taken by
them down their lift to the basement, trollied to the back service
lift, sorted there and then delivered to each room.

 


The President’s luggage,
together with the First Lady’s luggage --- which when combined
would total 45 pieces --- had to be handled separately and
delivered direct to a valet and maid stationed in the suite, who
would then unpack and hang everything.

 


On departure, all luggage,
except the President’s and the First Lady’s, would have to be in
the main Ballroom no later than 9 pm, so that it could be collected
at the Hotel by 5 the next morning. Two cots would have to be set
up in the Ballroom so that the Secret Service could physically
hand-check each piece, then guard them all overnight.

 


Lee wanted menus set in
advance for the entire group, so the Chef devised a buffet --- hot
and cold European dishes --- to be supplemented by Korean dishes
that the Koreans themselves would furnish.

 


After that, Lee required a
list of floor staff, housekeeping staff and valets --- those people
who would need to go into the suites --- so they could be cleared
for security and issued with special badges.

 


He also asked that the
Hotel provide his Secret Service with floor plans. And as soon as
the Secret Service had them, they selected five rooms that would be
used as command posts.

 


Finally, he said, a
large-screen TV had to be put in the President’s suite. He paused,
then added, in an almost embarrassed tone, that when they visited
the suite they noticed that the television there was a Sony, and a
Japanese TV set would never be acceptable.

 


From past experience,
Buckolt doubted that officials on state visits had a lot of time to
sit around watching Tv. But this wasn’t about the President’s
access to CNN, it was about providing anything the Embassy thought
the President might need. It was about helping Lee show his boss
that he’d thought of everything, down to the most minute
details.

 


“As for the set itself,”
Buckolt winced, “unfortunately, this is the standard size we’ve
got. We don’t have anything larger and I’m not certain that we have
anything that isn’t Japanese made.”

 


Lee promised Buckolt, “If
that’s the case, then we will take care of it.”

 


The cut-off date for room
allocations was set for two weeks prior to arrival. Everyone agreed
to that. But at the very last moment, the Embassy commandeered some
of the suites which the Visit Section had reserved, meaning that
the Foreign Office’s 16 official guests were now spread out over
two floors. It took Buckolt an extra week to sort it all out. That
didn’t please the UK hosts, and also created a slightly more
complicated security problem for the British police. But that’s the
way the Koreans wanted it.

 


A private switchboard was
installed for the President in 144 and a second command post in
121-122. Room 124 was set aside for storage --- the Hotel’s
furniture had to come out to make space for the Korean’s computer
equipment --- and Room 129 became yet another command
post.

 


British Telecom showed up
to put in extra lines. Then Korean Telecom hooked up their three
systems, and also installed a satellite repeater dish on the
roof.

 


Touzin decided that, for a
visit like this, the Royal Suite should be freshly painted ---
there are obviously some people, presidents and royalty, almost
certainly including the Queen of England, who must go through life
thinking the planet smells of fresh paint --- so to get it done on
time the Chief Engineer threw bodies at the job. Six painters spent
five days there --- more time than it ordinarily would have taken,
but Purcell ordered speciality finishes to the walls.

 


The official guest list
arrived only four days before the president did.

 


At the final Heads of
Department meeting before the visit --- where Touzin assembled 30
people in the Mirror Room, next door to the main Ballroom ---
Buckolt went over all his background notes. He concluded by warning
that the Hotel could have a real problem with this
visit.

 


Touzin was justifiably
concerned. “Why?”

 


“I’ve just seen the guest
list,” he said. “It is very important that, when we check the
Koreans in, we get their exact initials. The last thing we want is
someone to ring the Hotel and have our operators going crazy
because everyone seems to be named either Lee or Park.”

 


*****


 


 


 


 


 



Chapter Three

 


 


 


 


 


 


Mark Twain once professed
that all saints can do miracles, but few of them can keep a hotel.
Not that Francois Touzin was much of a saint as a French colonial
teenager growing up on a tropical island in the Indian Ocean. Then
again, he never intended to go into the hotel business.

 


Born in Madagascar in
1952, his father was a doctor in the French Army, a hard-working,
dignified man who retired as a Colonel, built a medical school
there and served for a time as the President’s personal physician.
Although Robert Touzin passed away in 1981, his name is still
revered in Madagascar.

 


For Francois, life
couldn’t have been more idyllic --- the family had a chef, a valet,
maids and a chauffeur --- except that school got in the way of his
affection for the beach and young ladies. Concerned that he should
have a solid academic foundation, his father took the drastic step
of shipping him off to Poitiers in France, forcing his son to
knuckle down in order to get his baccalaureat.

 


It was a rude awakening.
From one day to the next, there was no more high living, no more
servants, no more ladies, no more beach and very little
sunshine.

 


Once Touzin had his degree
--- thinking he could now get back to more interesting pursuits ---
his dad challenged him to make something of himself. Anxious to
live up to his father’s expectations, he got accepted at Glion,
arguably the most prestigious of the Swiss hotel and catering
schools. It wasn’t that Touzin dreamed of being in the hotel
business, but the hotel business carried a cachet he knew his
father would understand.

 


While there, he fell in
love with a young Swedish student, Mia Leffler, and eventually
married her.

 


Following graduation,
Touzin took a job as a cook in a kitchen --- much to his father’s
confusion --- where he developed a good working knowledge of food
and also became quite adept as a butcher. Following that, he waited
on tables in a little bistro, at least until he got it into his
head that he wanted to learn English, which was when he and Mia
came to London. It was 1976 and times were hard. The only job he
could find was as a receiving clerk, running the loading bay at the
Inter-Continental Hotel.

 


His father was hardly
convinced that this was what graduates of Glion were supposed to
do. Touzin tried to make his dad understand that in the hotel
business, to get to get to the top, you must start at the bottom.
And Dr. Touzin was willing to agree that being a clerk on a loading
bay was definitely the bottom.

 


From there he
hotel-hopped, much the way soldiers move from post to post. At the
Hyde Park he was Chief Steward, Back of House Manager --- he had to
make sure the silver got polished and the kitchen was thoroughly
cleaned every night --- and Coffee Shop Manager. At the Portman he
was Materials Manager, then Purchasing Manager. At the Britannia he
was Assistant Food and Beverage Manager. And at the Mayfair he ran
Food and Beverage.

 


In the mid-1980s, he and
Mia --- now with three young children in tow --- went in search of
more exotic adventure and offed to Sydney, Australia where he was
Food and Beverage Manager at the Inter-Continental on Macquarie
Street. Then, in the summer of 1988, a head hunter lured him back
to London for his first tour at the Hotel.

 


His original impression of
the place was that he’d been caught in a time warp. The Hotel was
universally recognized as one of the finest in the world --- one of
perhaps a dozen in a class by themselves --- but the rarefied
atmosphere in which it functioned was not the only unreal quality
about it. The place was a cobwebbed castle, a resplendently grand
anachronism run for the benefit of a few privileged clients. It had
nothing to do with making money. Service, he recognized, was the
foundation on which profit was built. But bottom line mattered.
Here, service seemed to be everything. Profit was one of those
things that gentlemen didn’t discuss in front of the
ladies.

 


Right from the start,
Touzin voiced his concerns to the General Manager. With practised
English understatement, his boss tried to allay his fears --- “This
is a very special place” --- and played
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