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he weather was 
glorious as we set off 

to Kensington Palace. The 
journey to London was 
uneventful but it took 
one and a half hours to 
cross from Tbwer Bridge 
to our destination. With 
hindsight this would have 
been really interesting if 
there had been a speaker 
on board who could have 
given an account of the 
many interesting places 
we slowly passed.

Standing at the 
western end of Kensington Gardens, 
Kensington Palace, previously known as 
Nottingham House, has been a royal 
residence since it was bought by William 
III from his Secretary of State, the Earl of 
Nottingham. Sir Christopher Wren was 
commissioned to extend and improve the 
house. This included the construction of 
Royal Apartments for the King and 
Queen, a council chamber, the Chapel 
Royal and the Great Stairs. A  private road, 
laid out from the Palace to Hyde Park 
Corner, was wide enough for three or four 
carriages to travel abreast down it. Part of 
this road survives today as Rotten Row.

Until the death of George II in 1760, 
the Palace was the favourite residence of 
sovereigns. Queen Victoria was born and 
brought up there and it was there that she 
received news of her accession from the 
Lord Chamberlain and the Archbishop of 
Canterbury. At once she moved to 
Buckingham Palace and never again

stayed at Kensington.
Other residents at the 

Palace have included 
William III and Mary II, 
in 1867 Queen Mary 
(grandmother o f the 
present Queen), in 1947 
the Duke of Edinburgh 
(between his engagement 
and his marriage stayed 
in his grandmother's 
apartment), Princess 
Margaret and Princess 
Diana.

The miniature sunken 
garden, adjacent to the 

entrance, was immaculate and colourful 
and surrounded by a high hedge with 
viewing spaces cut in. It is one of the most 
beautiful of the Palace gardens and was a 
favourite o f Princess Diana. All the 
women at the Palace were keen gardeners 
and took a great interest in the gardens, 
each reflecting the horticultural fashions 
of their time.

We visited Diana's memorial fountain
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which was wondrously filled with small 
children and adults paddling.

The orangery designed by Nicholas 
Hawksmoor (with modifications by Sir 
John Vanbrugh) for Queen Anne in 1704, 
now used as a restaurant, is a magnificent 
building with Corinthian columns and 
Grinling Gibbons wood carvings.

The lavishly appointed State Rooms, 
with the magnificent King's Grand 
Staircase leading to them, were 
remodelled by King George I in the early 
18th century. Magnificent works by 
Tintoretto are the highlights of the King's 
Gallery. The Cupola Room, with its 
extravagant chandeliers and a richly 
painted trompe l'oeil ceiling, leaves a 
lasting impression.

The King's apartments are interesting, 
particularly from the artistic point of view. 
However the Queen's apartments, 
although smaller and more intimate, are 
magnificent. Chinese and Japanese 
porcelain of the style collected by Queen 
Mary II are displayed, as well as the full- 
length portrait of Peter the Great, Tsar of 
Russia, painted by Sir Godfrey Kneller in 
1698 for King William III.

The Princess Margaret exhibition, 
which includes displays of selected rooms 
and 'unique glimpse of life at the palace', was 
closed. Albeit, the main exhibition on 
Diana, Princess of Wales by the 
photographer, Mario Testino, was very 
much open and also included nine of her 
evening dresses.

The Royal Ceremonial Dress 
Collection, although faded, is magnificent, 
particularly the 19th century mock-up of 
dressmaker's and tailor's workshops, 
where the beautiful garments on show 
were supposedly made. There is much 
detail about what was expected of both the 
workers and the purchasers o f ladies and 
men's clothing, including the Lord 
Chamberlain’s lists of what and what not
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to wear. The fabrics are there to feel and 
the atmosphere there to absorb. The 
saddest story was o f a young 
needlewoman who was worked to death. 
This, apparently, led to a change in 
working conditions of the time.

In the exhibition is a spectacular 
evening gown worn by the Queen on the 
State visit to France in 1957. Not only the 
dress but the details of how it was made 
and the diplomatic aspects of the heavily 
embroidered skirt, puts the Diana dress 
exhibition totally in the shade. Not only 
that, but any home dressmaker will be 
well aware of the difficulties of putting 
together a bodice made up of at least 
thirty pieces.

Finally, our trip out of London was as 
equally as slow as that of coming in and 
the sightseeing, proved as interesting. 
Sadly a nasty road accident on the M2, 
involving a French registered 'white van', 
delayed our journey home. This led to a 
lot of speculation as to how the accident 
was caused and comments on 'white van 
men' from most of us on the coach. That 
apart, we all had an excellent day out and 
enjoyed our trip around Kensington 
Palace. Once again a big thank you must 
go to Joan Liggett for organising yet 
another interesting trip.


