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The Westin St. Francis Hotel near Union Square in San Francisco has not one, but two, sugar 
castles on display throughout the holiday season. Each castle takes hours and hours of 
meticulous work to craft. (Video Clip of Holiday Castles)  

When July rolls around every year, Chef Jean Francois Houdre isn't thinking about 
Independence Day or summer barbecues in San Francisco. For him, July signals the 
start of the holiday season for the Westin St. Francis chef; it's when it's time to begin 
devoting a little time each day on the storied hotel's famed sugar castles. 

Houdre's team then spends the next several months creating, replacing, or repairing 
thousands of confectionary figurines, sugar-ribboned gift boxes, and pastillage details 
that embellish the towering structures. 
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The castles finally appear in the lobby of the Union Square hotel the day before 
Thanksgiving, after about 300 hours of difficult labor and meticulous sugar work. 

This holiday season marks the 13th time Houdre and his team will unveil their 
handiwork in the lobby of the hotel. But it will be just the second time that they'll be 
premiering not one, but two creations: one 12-feet-tall Medieval castle, and another, 
more modern-looking structure. That's a long way from their first unveiling of a small 
castle that stood in the corner of the lobby in 2005. 
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"It was very small — my size," laughs Houdre, recalling the first sugar castle. "Then 
every year we tried to make it more detail-oriented and more interesting. More 
intriguing.”  

Every year, the castle got bigger and more intricate, and last year, the team one-upped 
itself by adding a second castle. It's an impressive feat, but one they're able to 
accomplish by reusing pieces — as much as 75 percent, particularly in the castle bases — 
from earlier years.  

"It's labor-intensive; that's why we can't start from scratch every year," Houdre explains. 
"We do a lot of repairs. We have a lot of damage. We bring it to the lobby in many 
pieces, we set it all up and when we take it apart we have a lot of breakage.” 

The castles are made from several different confectionary substances, including pulled 
and blown sugar, rolled fondant, white icing and pastillage, a plaster-like mix of 
powdered sugar, water, gelatin, and vinegar. Those materials are used to make 
everything, from the walls of the castle to the flocked trees to the townspeople. 


