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Time closes on Florence Villa  

Anyone who has wandered down to the Esplanade in 
the past month or two will have seen an historic 
seafront building falling to the demolition contractor. 
Florence Villa, the first structure on the western 
esplanade after you reach the bottom of Shore Hill, is 
coming down to make way for a modern townhouse 
development. Built circa 1850, it was described in a 
sale notice in the London Times in March 1859 as 
containing ‘seven excellent bedrooms, noble entrance 
hall, dining, drawing, and breakfast rooms of good 
dimensions, and the usual domestic offices’. Francis 
Pittis was the local agent, but the sale was also being 
handled by Messrs. Norton, Hoggart & Trist at Old 
Broad Street, the Royal Exchange in London, a 
reminder of Ventnor’s prominence among the capital’s 
investor classes. 
 
The property was built as a lodging house, and 
especially for the many visitors seeking out Ventnor’s 
mild winter climate. The 1861 Census reveals James 
Bailey, aged 60, as the lodging-house keeper at the 
time, a native of Middlesex, while Janet Watts, aged 
20, was a live-in servant. There were two families of 
visitors in residence that April: a retired army colonel 
and his two daughters, and a retired architect with a 
wife, daughter and sister-in-law. Two years earlier, in 
July 1859, a notice in the Times newspaper had 
lamented the sad death at Florence Villa of Clara Flintoff, just 18 years of age. She was the daughter of a barrister and had 
succumbed to consumption, the killer disease that cut off so many young lives and for which the mild air of the Undercliff was often 
the last hope. Clara Flintoff’s story adds a certain poignancy to the building’s demolition, a reminder of past lives in the many 
historic buildings that surround us. 
 
The main picture shows the frontage of Florence Villa in the later 1880s. By the Edwardian era, contemporary photographs reveal 
that it was being offered as a tea room, an activity that was expanded in the 1920s, with part of the building’s first floor converted 
for the purpose. It was re-named the Golden Lantern and the front of the building was given mock Tudor timbering, even though 
this ill-fitted its underlying architectural style. Rather 
later, it became known as the Golden Lantern Café, in 
the 1950s overseen by Mr J. Orna, ‘late of the Lexington, 
New York; Royal York, Toronto; the Clifton, Niagara 
Falls’. Whether this meant that the café offered an 
American bill of fare is uncertain, but the publicity 
drawing on the right makes it plain that this was quite a 
stylish venue to frequent, especially after dances or 
concerts at the Winter Gardens Pavilion, or an evening 
out at the films at the Rex Cinema on Belgrave Road.  
 
By the late 1960s, as we all know, the appeal of the 
British seaside resort was fast fading as foreign package 
tours took over the mass holiday market. Venues like the 
Golden Lantern struggled to compete. The building went 
through various changes of use, but then was empty for 
almost a decade. For all the evocativeness of its first name, a piece of Italy on a southern English shore, it will shortly be lost 
forever. 
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