                                                      Historic Royal Palaces Podcast
A Space I Love – Lucy Worsley and The King’s Stairs

Show Notes
In this new six-part mini-series, we’ll be exploring a selection of treasured spaces in our palaces with the people who know them best, our curators.  

Some spaces will be grand and some modest, some aren’t even open to the public. But each space has been personally chosen by our resident experts to reveal how immersing ourselves in the past can connect us to the present.  

In this first episode we’ll follow Chief Curator Lucy Worsley, into the pomp of Kensington Palace, to a staircase that has a lot more to reveal about the Georgian court than you would think. 


Transcript
[bookmark: _heading=h.67ycxfd5shxz]Lucy Worsley [00:00:01] 
[The theme music builds in the background as Lucy speaks from the studio. It is upbeat and gentle]. 

Hello listeners. Welcome to this new mini-series on the Historic Royal Palaces podcast. I'm Lucy Worsley, Chief Curator and in this six-part series, our curators’ team will be venturing into some of our favourite spaces in the palaces. Now, my colleagues and I have chosen these spaces specially, in the hope that we can transport you to some of our favourite moments in history. So please get ready to escape to the past with us. 

We've chosen these spaces (me and my colleagues), because they're spaces that we connect with personally. These places are really special to us. We're going to be taking you on a gentle stroll through various rooms, a cottage even, all sorts of different environments in the hope that we can transport you back to some of our favourite moments in history. 

And here's a bonus: some of the spots we've chosen are behind closed doors. They're not available to visitors! I hope you're going to enjoy that. This little series, it's going to be reflective, it's going to be contemplative, perhaps. You'll even find it a little bit moving. So please get ready to escape to the past with us.

I'm at Kensington Palace today. It's July, there's a heat wave outside and you can tell it's a little warm even though this room is normally freezing cold. I'm in this giant, huge, echoing, vast dark space called the King's Grand Staircase. I'm Lucy Worsley. I'm the Chief Curator at the independent charity Historic Royal Palaces and I'd like to show you around. 

When people used to come here in the 18th century, there were quite a lot of comments actually about the smell, the sweaty smell of all the courtiers who were less appropriately dressed for the occasion than I am. This room is the King's Grand Staircase, if I say room. It's a staircase. It's massive. It's huge. You can hear it sounds a bit like a swimming bath, doesn't it? Because that ceiling is –what, fifteen metres above me? [Lucy shouts to enjoy the echoing of her voice, and then laughs]. 

It wouldn't have been echoey like this when this was the way up to King George I's party rooms because you would have had a lot of people in here, a lot bodies wearing thick Georgian embroidered, sequined, padded, silken clothing and that would have absorbed some of this immense reverberation.

 So I've come through one door and we've got another great big archway. I'm on the stairs, proper. Firstly, we've got these mini stairs, a little marble lead up [Lucy’s footsteps can be heard in the background] and if you were coming here in the 18th century when the room was being used for its original purpose, which is basically arriving at a party, probably there would have been some security here. I could actually see some Yeoman warders because there's a picture painted of them on the wall. So they would have stood here with their great big ‘partisans’ they are called those pointed spear stabby things (I’ve got one of those on the walls of my office at Hampton Court!) and at this point they would have checked you out to see if you were the right kind of person to be allowed to come in. 

There are quite a few tricks for getting past them actually! One way was to be a member of the court, you know, somebody who had all the rights to be there. Another way was actually to kind of tailgate somebody who was clearly more important than you. If you walked really closely behind them you could sometimes sneak in and pretend to be their servant, and another way of getting in was to give the yeoman warder or the footman a shilling. That worked too. 

Now, these grand staircases are a feature of palace life. A palace is basically like a really fancy block of flats. The king has his apartment, the queen has her apartment and the first room in the apartment is the way in, the grand staircase, the big splashy welcome before you get to the, you know, the drawing room and the gallery and all the other rooms and thereafter. 

And the reason I love talking about this room is because of all those people on the walls [Lucy laughs]. There's this vast wall painting and it's got all these different, I believe they're portraits of people who were servants at the Georgian court. It's quite an unusual thing to have pictures of real people painted on the wall. So it's like there was a welcoming committee for all the guests who were coming in and I remember when I started working here at Kensington Palace, just getting sort of drawn into the whole mystery of who all these people were. And many years later, it's still not solved. It's still endlessly fascinating and mysterious, this room, because you just wonder, oh, who's that? Who's that?" So I think that there are 45 different people who've been included in the staircase. And years ago, I remember asking my colleagues who worked here, “take me through the story, tell me who's who”. And my first colleague would say, “well, you see that lady in the green dress there? She's the mistress of George I, and then somebody else would come up and say, “oh no, no, the lady with the blue scarf. She's the mistress of George I!”. Then somebody else will say, “no, no, you're all wrong. It's the lady with the red feather. She's the mistress of George I!”. 

And so clearly there was massive disagreement and I thought –I remember it very clearly – I thought I'd sit down one day with all the guidebooks to the palace that do go back to the 18th century. And I just thought, “I'm just going to sort this out. I'll read all the books. I'll get it straight in my head”. And I thought, “well, I'll be done by tea time”. 

I actually spent about five years on this project. I became completely sucked in and even now today, there's only about, is it between 9, between 12 people that I'm really sure who they are. So there's loads of secrets left for whoever comes after me to work out. I present to you this challenge, listeners. If anybody wants to go on de-caging this painting, be my guest and good luck to you because I long to know who that little boy is. 

What's the name of the dog? Who's that lady, the pretty lady in the red dress? Gosh, so many secrets. Come this way, ladies and gentlemen. [Footsteps can be heard on wide marble steps] I'm bringing you up the stairs now. They are wide, they're shallow, beautiful black marble. So you get the sense that you could swish along them in a Georgian dress. 

I'm talking here about a court mantua, which you can probably visualise. They're those crazy wide dresses over hoops that stick out sideways. And now I'm standing on the checkerboard floor of the second landing. (Get my breath back!). And this brings us pretty close to some of my favourite mysterious characters from the wall painting. 

Here! Just above my head, I can't quite reach him. We've got a painted balustrade. So this is trompe l'oeil. This is all a trick, this balustrade and behind it, we've got a whole gang of people standing and looking. A lady, a little dog. A little baby, another yeoman warder, an old man. Who is he? I just want to know!. I have no idea who that old man is. And here we've got a boy in a green suit and he's got super curly hair and he is holding up something very significant which is a bunch of acorns and oak leaves, and this was a very famous character who was around the Georgian court. This is Peter the Wild Boy.

 Now, Peter the Wild Boy. He had a fascinating story, and it's all too easy to talk about him in Georgian terms. And the Georgians saw him as a freak of nature, as a curiosity. He was treated basically like an animal in a zoo. That makes me sad, because if he were alive today, we'd say he's a human being who's living with some kind of condition, which was possibly autism. Or possibly a genetic mutation called Pitt-Hopkins syndrome. I'll come to that in a bit. I will tell you his life story. Peter the Wild Boy was discovered when he was in his childhood, living all by himself in the woods near Hanover in Germany. 

So he was a feral child. He didn't have any family. Travelled about on all fours, and he got his food from the woods. He was entirely self-sufficient. And local villagers sort of captured him as if he were an animal, actually. And they found him very curious because he didn't have any language skills and nobody could understand why he was living all alone in the woods." OK, so today you instantly think this is possibly a child who's been rejected from his family. Because he's got some degree of autism, somebody who doesn't appear to fit the conventional model of what a person should be like. So poor Peter, I'm not sure if his life would have been better or worse, if they'd left him to it, because once he was captured, now he entered on this extraordinary journey, which turned him into a Georgian curiosity, a Georgian freak. 

The villagers took him to the town of Hanover and from there news of him. Who is he? Why is he like this? News of him spread to the ear of King George I of England. He was from Hanover originally. He had been elector of Hanover before he inherited the English throne in 1714. So Peter the Wild Boy got brought over to London and he was at the court as one of its kind minor celebrity members, I suppose.

And the courtiers were absolutely intrigued and fascinated by him because of the ways in which he would behave. For example, he showed no deference to the king. It appeared that Peter didn't realise that the king was the king, which was extraordinary. This blew the minds of the Georgian courtiers. And he was also very interesting to the philosophers, the wits, the intellectuals, who were in Georgian, London, higher social circles and that's because of his lack of language skills. 

They were really intrigued by Peter because they thought, now, is he human or is he animal? Because he doesn't have any language. Is it possible that he doesn't have a soul either? This is something that was very much on their minds. And Peter was also interesting to the world at large. If you didn't have the entrée to court circles, then you could go and see a wax work of him that was displayed in the Strand, which is all very interesting. But at the same time, you think, “poor little Peter!”, nobody was loving him, nobody was looking out for him. Nobody was thinking that actually, this is just a little boy. 

In the wall painting here, the gentleman who's standing next to him, the gentleman with the walking stick. That was a doctor, Dr. John R. Buffnot, who had the job of trying to teach Peter to talk, which was not successful and today, we'd say, well, he has learning difficulties and so there's one theory that he had this specific genetic mutation called Pitt-Hopkins syndrome. 

And the arguments in favour of that are that sometimes it leads to quite distinctive physical characteristics like his very prominent cupid bow's lips he's got and his super curly hair. But we don't know if that mutation had even taken place by the 18th century and the argument in favour of him having a degree is that he did manage to look after himself in the forest for those years before he was captured. That it seems unlikely that a person with Pitt-Hopkins syndrome would have been able to do so. 

So the jury is out and after his life at the court, Peter, he was retired basically. Eventually the courtiers decided they'd had enough of him and he was sent off to a much, I think a much happier stage of his life. He was sent to live on a farm in Berkhamsted, which is a little town to the north of London and there a farmer was paid to give him boarding lodgings. And he did grow attached to this farmer. He formed a bond here. He was very distressed when the farmer eventually died and we hear that Peter's life on the farm was peaceful. He enjoyed watching a fire burn and he enjoyed going outside on a starry night and looking at the stars. And only in the autumn did he appear to be troubled. And then he would go off into the woods in search of acorns, perhaps looking for his lost childhood in the forest, who knows. 

And finally, when he was a very old man, we don't know how old because we don't know when he was born, Peter died in Berkhamsted and the people of Berkhamsted paid for him to have a grave. You can still go and see his grave. It says on it Peter and the year he died 1785 and you'll quite often find, I think this is really nice, you'll quite often find that people have left flowers. On his grave. So today, we know that he was human in a way that the Georgians didn't. Let's just go up to the top, past these fabulous lanterns with candles in them. So here you can just take in the whole sweep of the space. 

The first time you come in, it is really overwhelming because it's quite dark, apart from the gilding. It's got a dark brown feeling about it. And it is designed to intimidate you really. It definitely says you are heading towards the presence of a king. Behave properly and be very conscious of where you are. I think that when you kind of look beneath the surface of all of that and realise that all these people on the walls were human beings just like we are, then it begins to feel like a place where you can, well not relax, but feel a sense of intrigue and curiosity and not simply be overwhelmed by the magnificent splendor. Normally, when I come here, it is full of visitors. There's people talking, there are echoes. It feels, it's got a sort of a crowded quality to it. But today, the palace is closed. So I've got this place to myself, which does feel like a very special treat. Not least because I spent literally years of my life thinking about what this room means. It's a very special room to me. Not least because of all the time I've invested in trying to solve its mysteries.
 It's been really lovely to come and have a bit of quiet time here today with all these people on the walls, who, in a funny sort of way, although they lived 300 years ago, I feel like they're my friends. I feel I know them well. Well, you guys, till next time! 

[Lucy opens and closes the door, marking the end of the tour. Gentle theme music plays.]
[bookmark: _heading=h.442gv086bxoo]Lee Prosser [00:18:05] 
Thank you for listening to this episode of our mini-series. I'm Lee Prosser, and next time I'm going to take you on a walk through Kew Gardens, to a secret and tucked away fairytale cottage with royal connections. 
[bookmark: _heading=h.p54x3yj8y9f0]Lucy Worsley [00:18:18] 
Thank you for listening to this mini-series. I really hope you've enjoyed it. If you have, please tell us, rate and review our podcast so we know we're doing it right. Thank you so much for supporting us, loyal listeners. We really appreciate you. 

[End of episode.]
