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When Thomas Edison personally electrified the Stetson Mansion in 1886 and gave its owner one of the first strings  
of Christmas lights, he inadvertently inspired a holiday spectacle more than a century later. 

The annual Stetson Mansion 
“Christmas Spectacular!” Hol-
iday Home Tour showcases 
the privately-owned Victorian 
home, listed on the National 

Register of Historic Places, decked out in 
decorations befitting its Gilded Age origins. 
This extravagant homage to Christmas 
draws thousands of visitors from around 
the world who tour and gawk in awe at the 
handiwork of its creative mastermind JT 
Thompson. JT and renovation expert 
Michael Solari own the historic home, 
built by Stetson Hat Company founder 
John B. Stetson as his winter retreat.

In mid-September, JT begins decorat-
ing the mansion for Christmas in a manic, 
muse-fueled, freeform process that unapol-
ogetically celebrates the birth of baby 
Jesus. “This is a Christmas spectacular; it’s 
not a holiday spectacular and I proclaim 
that loud and proud through every room 
in the mansion. This is a celebration of the 

arrival of the Christ child and in every 
room you are going to see several nativity 
scenes,” JT explains.

For eight years now, Stetson Mansion 
has hosted these holiday tours, each fea-
turing entirely different decorations and 
themes, which keeps guests returning 
year after year. JT chose favorite Christmas 
carols as his inspiration this year with each 
scene composed of complicated layers with 
hundreds of hand-placed decorative items. 
“We close the mansion for two months so 
JT can devote every day to installing every 
painstaking detail. It is amazing to watch 
his love for the season provide such origi-
nal inspiration. I have seen more than one 
guest tear up when they see his dramatic 
interpretations,” Michael says.

JT does all of the decorating single- 
handedly, pulling 16-hour days. “I lay every 
bead, every bauble, every light and ornament. 
Before coming to the mansion, I never even 
decorated a Christmas tree,” he shares. 

I first met JT on a mansion holiday tour 
two years ago, as he suddenly materialized 
in the dining room surprising guests. “I 
try to greet as many tours and guests that 
come through. I invade the tour some-
where along the way. Some people do pho-
tobombs, I do tour bombs,” he adds. 

His timing was perfect because I had 
taken my mother along and we were won-
dering who this talented design mind 
could be, certainly a professional interior 
designer or an artist. “I’m not a decorator 
nor an artisan so it’s a bit of a gut-wrench-
ing process. I don’t look at Pinterest and I 
don’t look at other decorations. I don’t 
want to be influenced by anything other 
than my gut and instinct. I can barely 
describe what I’m trying to do. It just flows 
from me,” he explains. 

With no formal training, JT doesn’t 
sketch out a plan or produce prototypes. 
He follows the whims of his imagination 
— his mind buzzing with ideas, unfettered 

by Karen LeBlanc

THE EIGHTH ANNUAL STETSON MANSION “CHRISTMAS SPECTACULAR!”

Gilded Age Mansion Hosts Holiday Home 
Tours of Christmas Carol Inspired Decor

72      orangeappeal.com



by a structured creative process. The result 
is rooms filled with wall-to-wall Christmas 
decorations coalescing in message-laden 
narratives. “The process is slightly manic 
but I crank up the music, blaring it 
through the mansion, and I just think of 
when I was a poor kid in the projects of 
New Jersey. It’s an absolute joy and privi-
lege. I’m always mindful of how blessed I 
am to do this and share it with thousands 
of people around the world,” he says. 

In 2005, JT and Michael purchased the 
home, known as Florida’s first luxury 
estate, a Victorian confection with a preva-
lence of Moorish, Gothic, Tudor and Poly-
nesian architecture elements, typical of 
the Gilded Age where the home embodied 
opulent displays of wealth. In its heyday, 
Stetson Mansion played host to dignitaries 
from around the globe, including President 
Grover Cleveland, King Edward the VII, 
the Astors, the Vanderbilts, the Guilds 
and the Carnegies. 

Guests today enter the same foyer that 
opens to the grand staircase set in front of 
a large stained-glass window, original to 
the home. This is where the breathtaking 
scenery begins to unfold. The grand stair-
case is decked out with huge, handcrafted 
holly leaves and cardinals as a nod to the 
Christmas carol Deck the Halls with Boughs 
of Holly. “It’s my version of traditional 
theme, a throwback to Christmas past, 

with a strong evergreen and holly feel up 
and down the staircase,” JT says.

Guests next enter the reception parlor, 
an homage to Angels We Have Heard on High 
where custom angel wings are displayed 
on the mantle, an angel painting hangs 
over the sofa by a local artist, and angels 
with lyres and other musical instruments 
congregate as an orchestra welcoming the 
Christ child. In the piano alcove, a closer 
look reveals two electrical plugs that JT 
believes were installed by Thomas Edison 
and illuminated one of the first Christmas 
trees with lights. “One of Mr. Edison’s 
assistants invented Christmas lights, so 
we believe this is the first home in Florida 
that had Christmas lights,” JT says. The 
home also has several original Edison 
light fixtures and the original circuit box, 
complete with handwritten tags on three 
breakers. “This was one of the first homes 
in the entire world to be designed and 
built with Edison electricity,” he adds. 

Leaving the reception parlor, guests 
enter the music room/library, where the 
Stetsons would gather with guests after 
dinner to socialize. The room is inspired 
by the carol Oh Little Town of Bethlehem 
with nativities from around the world and 
a commissioned painting. Guests can also 
marvel at the 16 different intricate original 
parquet floor patterns and 10,000 panes of 
antique window glass.

The tour then proceeds to the dining 
room adorned in peacock finery to the 
theme Pretty as a Peacock. “Mr. Stetson had 
peacocks roaming the property when he 
lived here and they would act as his guard 
birds, squawking to alert when visitors 
were on the property” JT explains. The 
dining room draws focus to an antique 
birdcage and a custom peacock tail cas-
cading around the cage onto the floor and 
around the Christmas tree. Another pea-
cock perches on a tree limb on the dining 
room table with its tail sweeping down 
around and underneath the table. JT 
crafted each custom plate in the peacock 
tail from antique paper. A garland filled 
with peacock and crimson feathers lines 
the mantel.

Every holiday season, JT pays tribute 
to the military by decorating a room to 
honor our servicemen and women. “The 
military tribute for the first time ever will 
be in the kitchen, inspired by the carol Let 
There Be Peace on Earth,” he says. Three 
Christmas trees, posters of Volusia county 
veterans, military uniforms and medals 
representing all branches of the military 
are part of the display. “This is a very emo-
tional and solemn room,” JT expresses.

Guests leave the kitchen, walk down 
the 18th century hall of glass to the ser-
vants’ staircase and stop to admire a trib-
ute to the Stetson Hat Company. JT 
designed a cowboy hat-themed Christmas 
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tree and decorated stair risers with icons 
of the American West. As guests arrive at 
the top of the stairs, a view inside a 19th 
century inspired bathroom reveals a little 
whimsy between grandma and a reindeer.

Down the hallway, the room designated 
as the Elizabeth Suite reveals a winter 
wonderland inspired by the movie Edward 
Scissorhands. “It’s one of my favorite mov-
ies and the message is about acceptance 
with a theme song called Ice Dance with a 

wonderful wintery sound. I decorated the 
room to feel like the inside of a winter 
snow globe,” JT says. He filled the room 
with winter woodland animals, a hand-
crafted willow tree covered in icicles, and 
decorated the mantel with white pine cones.

The tour proceeds to the Gillen Suite 
that celebrates the three wise men, a nod 
to the Christmas carol We Three Kings, 
with three handmade wise men with por-
celain faces and custom clothing crafted by 

an artist and former guest who bequeathed 
the decorations to the mansion. “This 
room celebrates both the wise men’s gifts 
and the gifts of the season with a Christ-
mas tree decorated to convey joy, hope and 
peace,” JT says. 

The last stop on the tour is the Stetson 
Suite, decorated to the tune of  I Heard the 
Bells on Christmas Day, featuring Victorian 
Christmas bells including antique sleigh 
bells gifted to the mansion, church bells, 
school bells and jingle bells. A horse head 
crafted of evergreen hangs over the bed. 

As guests exit the mansion a Christmas 
fire hearth decorated to capture the child-
like wonder of Christmas morning resides 
on the side porch. This is the final vignette 
before heading to the old schoolhouse that 
sits on the property and serves as a holiday 
store selling custom ornaments, fresh mag-
nolia wreaths from Shaw Lake Farms and 
locally-made artificial wreaths.

“There are few guarantees in life, but I 
can guarantee you will be filled with the 
spirit of Christmas at the Stetson Man-
sion,” Michael says. Lively guides lead all 
tours at this popular holiday tradition. 
Tours are offered several times of day 
($25/$15+tax) and reservations are required 
at stetsonmansion.com. The “Christmas 
Spectacular!” Holiday Home Tour runs 
November 15 – January 15. 

Karen LeBlanc is host of The Design Tourist 

series. She travels the globe attending some 

of the world’s premiere design events in search 

of the latest trends, tastemakers and unique 

finds. Learn more at thedesigntourist.com. 
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