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GRANDE DAME
“A beautiful family home”? “A 110-year-old Westcliff
mansion”? This remarkable house defies easy description.
Jonathan Cane is by turns inspired and delighted by this
home and its utterly stylish owner, Annabelle Desfontaines
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THE EXTERIOR OF THE HOUSE.
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NNABELLE
Desfontaines’s family home
is a 110-year-old Westcliff
beauty. It’s a grand
eight-bedroom mansion
with more fireplaces than
I can count, interleading drawing rooms and
wood-panelled staircases. An old-Joburg
outpost high on a hill, the house sports views
of a dilapidated old tennis court, rambling
gardens and the entire Johannesburg skyline.
Annabelle welcomes me at the door and
walks me around her home. We are
surrounded by dogs that bounce on and off
precious and expensive antique furnishings.
She introduces me to her sons and their
friends, who are lounging on day beds in
the most anachronistic manner — imagine
the Bloomsbury set in a Merchant Ivory
film set in the Jo’burg winter sun and that’s
pretty much the scene here.
I meet domestic workers who are setting
fireplaces. They are also in the process of
taking down the whimsical tent that hangs
from the ceiling in one of the living rooms;
apparently it was hung over a bed for a
sleep-over and has been skilfully made
from twine, baby pins and what looks like
antique French linen.
In fact, scratch that previous Bloomsbury
reference: I feel like Charles Ryder visiting
Brideshead.
Annabelle has two favourite antiques
in her home, she reveals. The first is
a set of archive shelves and the second,
a 17th-century bed in one of the many
bedrooms. Although the shelves are
industrial, their period means that they are
incredibly detailed, almost like a machine
of levers and ratchets which has long ago
fallen asleep.
The 17th-century bed is marvellous, but
then each bedroom has as its centrepiece
a large, Gothic bed. Moving on from my
Brideshead analogy, I now imagine that
staying over at Annabelle’s would feel
rather like sleeping inside a Wagner opera.
Annabelle and her wonderfully grand
home are what most people would call
“eccentric”. I’m not a fan of this word; it’s
so often used as an easy way to write off

“I love beautiful linen,” says Annabelle. “I’ve got French
linen tablecloths and napkins and I love an eclectic
mix of crockery and cutlery, so there’s no formality”
THE DINING ROOM IS FURNISHED WITH A SELECTION OF ANTIQUES.

THE WOOD-PANELLED STAIRCASE.
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people and their ideas as weird. I’m not
suggesting that Annabelle isn’t weird (she
may well be) but her approach to living is
inspiring, generous and fun and I think
we can all learn a lot from her irreverence,
even if we don’t live in a mansion.
So many beautifully designed houses are
really uptight, more like still lives for photo
shoots than homes to be lived in. Antiques
balancing precariously and collecting dust
may speak about history, but don’t say
much about how to live with them now.
Annabelle’s home is quite different: here
botanical prints perch next to cymbidium
orchids and other miscellany, and everyone
gets on with enjoying their lives around
them. “It’s not precious or prissy,” says
Annabelle, “it’s lived-in”.
“It’s also about making do,” she says,
“about being creative and throwing things
together.” I’m with you, I tell her, but with
respect, what you have to make do with is
a 110-year-old mansion. We laugh.
She talks to me about catering for
impromptu dinners of 15 to 25 people — a
regular occurrence. “I found a set of glasses
that I liked at Mr Price Home. I bought 36
and I’m devastated because now so many
are broken. I mix those with crystal because
I don’t have enough crystal glasses.” She
excitedly describes joining tables together
with planks and bricks, finding chairs to
accommodate the unexpected guests; add
table linen and crockery and an impromptu
menu all comes together beautifully.
“But how do you make it look beautiful?”
I ask. “Because some people would throw
some planks together and it would look like,
well, planks thrown together.
“I don’t know.” She considers the
question. “I love beautiful linen; I’ve got
French linen tablecloths and napkins and
I love an eclectic mix of crockery and
cutlery, so there’s no formality.” She
explains that when all the elements are
beautiful and considered then you can
play and it will come out charmingly.
She’s clearly a brilliant hostess.
We make a final turn through the
kitchen, taking a look at Annabelle’s
wonderful collection of recipe books and
crockery. I wish she would invite me for
dinner so I could fall asleep afterwards in
a bedroom warmed by a fireplace, curled
up inside the symphony that is her home.

A GUEST BATHROOM.
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ANNABELLE WITH HER DOGS.

A LIVING ROOM, WITH TROPHIES AND MORE ANTIQUES.

ORIGINAL WOODEN FITTINGS IN THE KITCHEN.

ONE OF THE HOME’S MANY ORIGINAL FIREPLACES.

A BEAUTIFUL OLD ANTIQUE DRESSER.
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