Built between 1894 and 1904

ANDRZEJ (ANDRÉ) PONIANTOWSKI
A PARISIAN PRINCE DESCENDED FROM
POLISH ARISTOCRACY
WHO LIVED IN BURLINGAME, CALIFORNIA
Prince Andre Louis Leopold Charles Marie Poniatowski may well have
been the closest thing that the Peninsula ever had to royalty.
Tall, handsome and apparently French, of Polish extraction, he first
appeared in San Francisco in 1890. Poniatowski was a bachelor.
According to his story that he delighted in telling, his great grand uncle,
Stanisław Poniatowski, for three decades in the 18th century, had been the
King of Poland, indeed, the last. Actually, the lineage of Stanisław casts
shadows on Andre’s royal legitimacy.

Grand Duchess Catherine of Russia, soon to be the empress and
remembered historically as Catherine the Great, had become enthralled
with a 23-year-old viral Polish nobleman. She soon elevated him, making
Stanisław her very personal counselor. But, in 1765, in gratitude for long
and excellent service, she gave him a crown and shipped him off to
Warsaw to rule as King of Poland.
As for Prince André, he grew up in Paris (where there was a large Polish
diaspora). Andre’s uncle, Count Walewski, also a Parisian, was the
illegitimate son of Emperor Napoleon I.
A few skeptical San Francisco families looked askance at the young man,
some even suggesting that he may have been just another of many downand-out European noblemen who came to California trolling for wealthy
wives.
Still, San Francisco’s wannabe society readily welcomed him. Especially
Austin Sperry, founder of Sperry Mills in Stockton and the father of two
attractive daughters. The eldest, Ethel, had wed banker William H.
Crocker, third son of the transcontinental railroad builder, in 1886. Now
the family sought an equally good match for Ethel’s younger sister,
Elizabeth, and Prince Poniatowski appeared to be the perfect candidate.
The marriage contract consummated, accompanied by Will and Ethel, the
Sperrys headed for Paris. Prince André and Elizabeth were married in the
Catholic Church of St. Pierre de Charillot on October 5, 1894.
Malicious gossip that had swirled about before the nuptials was soon
forgotten, especially in status-conscious Burlingame, where the couple
declared their intent to reside. As a wedding present, Will and Ethel
Crocker presented the couple with several hundred acres and a woodframed residence on the hill above the town where, using the last syllable
of the family name of which the prince was so inordinately proud, the
couple christened the house Ski Farm. In later years, after the family had
gone to reside in France, a later owner of the property renamed it Sky
Farm.
Prince André dressed impeccably, had a keen intelligence and spoke
English perfectly, albeit with a delightful French accent. Thoroughly at
home in Burlingame, always aristocratic and athletic, the prince became a
“gentleman rider” and engaged in raising thoroughbred horses.

Poniatowski fashioned himself as a “promoter of enterprises.” Before long,
in partnership with his banker brother-in-law Will Crocker, who provided
financial backing, in Amador County Poniatowski built the Blue Lake
Powerhouse, designed to supply hydroelectricity to the Mother Lode. After
that, Crocker and the prince built the Electra Powerhouse on the
Mokelumne River, maneuvering to create an electricity monopoly along the
San Francisco Peninsula. After a complicated series of acquisitions and
mergers, in 1905, this operation developed into the Pacific Gas and
Electric Company.
While hydroelectricity may have been the source of a new fortune,
Poniatowski’s passion was for fast horses. As a promoter of enterprises,
when San Francisco was about to outlaw horse racing within the city limits
and threatened to close Ingleside race course, one of Will Crocker’s
major investments, the brothers-in-law seized opportunity. Crocker
designated 200 unused acres already owned by the family in San Bruno,
13 miles south of the city. for the creation of a new racing enterprise.
This became Tanforan race track. Crocker and Poniatowski were
determined that it be in operation by the opening of the racing season of
1899. Thus, they opted to utilize the identical architectural drawings that
had been used in the creation of Ingleside.
Prince André sent personal invitations to the most fashionable families of
the Peninsula upon the track’s opening. It was characterized by sweeping
lawns, flower gardens and elegant shrubberies imported from France.
Horse racing, previously regarded with some suspicion, now became
appreciated as a genteel sport on the Peninsula, and going to Tanforan
became the social thing to do.
André and Elizabeth Poniatowski became parents of three boys while living
at Ski Farm. But in 1903, to the sadness of many fashionable friends at the
Burlingame Country Club, the family packed up and headed for Paris. The
prince had accepted a position as president of the French Bank of
America. Only on rare occasions thereafter did they return to California.
Elizabeth, commonly known in France as the Princess Poniatowska,
passed away in 1943 at the age of 71. The storybook prince lived until age
90. He died in 1954 while visiting his chateau in Southern France.
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