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[bookmark: _lvtaahvytz1w]Queen Charlotte’s Cottage with Lee Prosser


[bookmark: _klprrgom2jyk]Show Notes 
[bookmark: _1u19nv9wdj0f]This week we’re continuing our mini-series on treasured spaces with a modest cottage hidden away in Kew Gardens. We’ll take a walk with Curator Lee Prosser through this intimate and charming space, to learn how it was used as a retreat away from public life for Queen Charlotte, George III and the royal family.   
[bookmark: _v1zpgvx3ca23]
Transcript 
[bookmark: _mjtr18zgtkm4]Lucy Worsley [00:00:01] 
[The theme music plays in the background. It is gentle and upbeat. Lucy introduces the new podcast series, and sounds enthusiastic.] 

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 curator's 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! 

[The theme music fades]. 

[bookmark: _aqn6zkoitsun]Lee Prosser  [00:00:33] 
I've just walked all the way from Kew Palace down through the gardens and along the riverside, very much as George III would have done in the 18th century on his way to what I think is one of Kew's hidden gems, which is Queen Charlotte's Cottage.

I've just arrived here in front of this building where many of the visitors who come to the gardens don't see unless they're very intrepid, and then they might walk into the more remote parts of the gardens, which you wouldn't think was a remote place. But in fact, there are some very, very quiet corners of Kew Gardens and here in the middle of it, in what was known as the wilderness, is Queen Charlotte's Cottage, a very unprepossessing building, but nevertheless one that architecturally at least is quite grand. 

We're in the Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew, which today is one of the greatest scientific institutions for botany in the world. But it hasn't always been that way. In the 18th century, the origins of Kew Gardens was really as a royal pleasure ground. It was the garden to the Royal Palace, it was owned principally by King George III and Queen Charlotte, and it was the foundations that he laid here in the 18th century plant collecting, collecting animals, studying scientific elements of ecology that really led to the establishment of the botanic gardens that we have today. 

So where we're standing is actually in the middle of a typical 18th century private royal estate. I'm Lee Prosser, and I'm one of the building's curators at Historic Royal Palaces and I have the great fortune of being part of the team that conserves, manages and looks after Kew Palace and this little gem in Kew Gardens known as Queen Charlotte's Cottage. 

So I'm standing outside of it now, and what I'm looking at is a building that's made of brick, quite old-fashioned looking with a thatched roof – a roof that we recently repaired so it's looking rather nice!  and some exposed timber framing on the sides which enclose two staircases. But what is the cottage and when was it built? Well, where I'm standing was, in the 18th century, part of The Royal Menagerie. So it was a place where exotic animals were kept by the king and queen, by George III and his consort, Queen Charlotte. We have wonderful stories of Joseph Banks coming back from his explorations to the new continents in the South Pacific, a place we know today as Australia and bringing back these exotic animals, including one which was described as a ninety-pound mouse, which we now know today was a kangaroo. 

So, those kangaroos were presented to George III and he put them in his menagerie at Kew. And it was here on this spot that those animals were first kept and we think that what the cottage began as was a menagerie keeper's house, a very small, modest affair that later on in the 1770s was enlarged and was transformed into a little pleasure pavilion or what we call in architectural terms, a cottage orné, only an ornamental cottage for Queen Charlotte. It was somewhere where she could come to take tea or it was a destination for her at the far end of the gardens. If she'd had a walk or a carriage ride. 

So let's go inside and tell you a little bit more about the place. 

[The sound of Lee’s footsteps on gravel can be heard, followed by the opening and closing of a heavy wooden door as he enters the cottage. Once inside, his voice echoes distinctively]. 

 Like anywhere, it's lovely to be here by myself and although we do appreciate visitors coming to the cottage, I rather like it when it's all to myself and you’ll hear it's a little bit echoey because it's a rather large space actually, and very beautifully and elegantly furnished.

 Now the plan is very simple: There are two rooms, one room on each floor, and then there are staircases which give access from the ground to the first floor. And the most important room on the ground floor is the print room. Let's go in there and have a look at it!

[The sound of Lee opening the door and then the wooden shutters can be heard]. 

 Now I just have to open these huge shutters and let some light into the room! 

Where we've come now is the print room, which is a very elegant room painted green, a light verde, as it was called, with caramel coloured doors. And it's conspicuous because the walls are covered in 18th century prints, which would have been pasted onto the walls, cut out, decorated with borders by the royal princesses. In the 1770s and 1780s, print rooms became very fashionable in the later 18th century. They were important components of houses, and they have a kind of moral story to tell. Young women particularly, or the Lady of the House, who would often buy these prints of well-known paintings or cartoon like prints. Well, the themes of the prints are actually quite raunchy for that day and these very genteel princesses are doing this print, this print making. You'd think that they would have chosen simple subjects like flowers, but instead they choose the moral themes of the day. 
And so, on the wall opposite the fireplace, we've got these two sequences of prints: six prints in a sequence by Hogarth, who of course, was a very important artist in the 18th century, later, 18th century, and he painted a series of moralising scenes, two of which are represented here. One is called ‘The Harlots Progress’, and the other one is called ‘The Rake's Progress’. 

Basically what you can see is the descent of human nature from a position of innocence and virtue to dissipation at the other end. So ‘The Harlots Progress’ is the story of a young girl who comes from the countryside to London looking for work, and she's preyed upon by a madam in a brothel. And by degrees, she becomes more and more dissipated until she ends up as a prostitute. And then ultimately she dies of probably some infectious disease. 

And ‘The Rake's Progress’ is a kind of companion series which shows a young man, again, from the countryside. He inherits some money. He's a young lad about town. But what town (in this case London) does to him is it corrupts him, it corrupts his morals. And you see him through the series becoming more and more dissipated until he ends up at the end of the sequence in an asylum. 

This room is a room, probably when the royal family came here to stay, where equerries and servants would have sat waiting for the royal family who were in fact having their picnic or their tea upstairs in what we call the picnic room. So we ought to go up and have a look at that. 

The staircase in the cottage is actually a really beautiful 1770s geometric staircase. It seems to float and it curves around up to the first floor. It has a beautiful mahogany handrail, but otherwise it's fairly plain. But it is so elegant and that really is part of the character of the cottage: externally, very rustic, internally, it's a typical, elegant royal interior of the late 18th century.

[The sound of Lee quickly walking up the wooden stairs and then opening the blinds can be heard]. 

I just put the blinds up so we can see. 

We've come upstairs to the picnic room, which is again, a very elegant space. It's all painted green and it has the most extraordinary parabolic roof. So the top of the roof doesn't rise to a point, but is shaped, and that reflects the thatch on the exterior. But the walls are also painted with a very delicate bamboo trellis of Nasturtiums and Convolvulus. 

So we have these little points of orange and blue in the flowers and in two places there are tiny butterflies fluttering around on the trellis, and I always get a feeling that this is a very intimate space; somewhere where you could have an elegant cup of tea. But at the same time, it conveys a sense of the personality and the intimacy of the royal family in the 18th century. This isn't a grand interior, this is quite domestic, actually. 

The cottage is very much associated with Queen Charlotte, who of course, was the Consort of George III and he is the man who's really associated most with Kew Gardens. He's the man who brought the gardens to the condition that we see them today. And at one time, this landscape, which was at the centre of which was the royal palace, had 50 or more ornamental buildings: little temples, little theatres, garden seats, Chinese temples –all kinds of exotic buildings. The greatest of which, of course, is the pagoda, which you can still visit today. 

That process of building these structures largely took place when George was a very young man and his mother, and he were being taught architecture by the architect, William Chambers, and as a process, it was largely finished by the early 1760s. But later on in the early 1770s, we have this last building constructed here for Queen Charlotte. 

So there seems to be a very intimate link with the Queen. It's a teahouse. It's a very intimate place, a very private place that was only for the royal family and it conveys a sense of the closeness of that family (remember that George III had fifteen children) so at any one time, there was always a large clutch of children surrounding the royal couple. And this was a place they could come to for a little excursion from the palace. 

And you still get that sense today when you walk into these rooms, which they would recognise and that's one of the things that I love about these buildings is that they are still recognisable to those 18th century characters today. Now, here in the picnic room, we can still see the wonderful greens on the wall and the bamboo details on the doors and the trellis that we think was painted by Princess Elizabeth, who was George III's most artistically gifted child, and she is said to have prepared this with her botany teacher, with her painting master in anticipation of a little tea party that they were giving for George III after he recovered from one of his bouts of illness. But we're told that it was all set up and then it rained and he never came. So it has a rather sad, sad ending, if you like, but today the floors are rather bare and the windows are also bare. But we know that in the 18th century there was a wonderful patterned carpet on the floor here and really beautiful curtains at the windows. 

One day perhaps we'll be able to reinstate those. But at the same time, it still gives us that sense of luxuriousness and intimacy. Now, even though this is an 18th century cottage, it still has a posh side and a not posh side. So it follows the norms of architecture in the 18th century. So from the picnic room, we can go through a door and we're on the service side of the building where we see a second staircase and where all the ancillary
accommodation (so things like a little kitchen and a separate entrance for servants) can be found. 

[The sound of Lee’s footsteps on the wooden floorboards and a heavy door opening can be heard in the background]. 

It's another echoey space. But one of the things I like on this landing is that there's a mysterious door here, which when we open it on the reverse side, we have padding. We have what we call green baize. And people will have heard the expression “through the green baize door” which was the marker in a house that denoted the difference between the service end and the upper end, the posh end of the house.

This green baize door leads to a tiny vestibule and a second door in which we have a very small privy or a lavatory of the 18th century. So this was the royal family's personal, (probably the queen's personal) lavatory, and it survives. So its just a little room, [sound of Lee opening a small door] very small, but necessary, of course, because if they were here drinking tea, they would need facilities. 

We'll go down the second stair, which is almost, almost identical to the the other step, but not quite as grand and in the bottom, we'll find a little kitchen and a place where the servants would have waited. 

[The sound of Lee’s quick footsteps on the wooden floorboards can be heard again, followed by the sounds of shutters being pushed open]. 

It's very dark, so I have to open a few shutters. It's absolutely pitch black and there we have some light. 

Just a couple of rooms at the bottom of the stairs, one of which is a large vestibule. But what it does contain is a set of bells, which were, of course, for calling the servants. Now, I shouldn't really do this, but I'm going to do it just this once and you can hear the sound of the service bell by which the royal family would have called for their tea. 

[The melodic sound of bells can be heard. Their sound is light and tinny]. 

Of course you can ring them today, but nobody will come and then the last group is the one that the royal family would never have seen in its little kitchen. It would have been used for preparing tea and for keeping crockery and other equipment for when the royal family came here. So we have a very modest room with a nice 18th century dresser against one war with drawers and shelves on which the plates and the cups of horses would have been stored, a very small hearth where you could boil the kettle and a kitchen table.

 So it's extremely simple, and it shows you that the building wasn't used very frequently and even then it was really just for making tea. 

Let's close the shutters again for another time [The sound of the shutters slamming closed can be heard, followed by footsteps and the jangling of keys].

 It's a great big bunch of keys for such a small building [keys jangle] but the key itself, the original key to the door, is this rather beautiful 18th century steel key. Massive. Sadly, we don't use that anymore, but we keep it on the bunch. It's almost like a lucky, lucky charm. 

The cottage is a very charming little building and even today, when you come here, you get a sense of its remoteness, really, from the rest of the world. It's in a very, very distant part of the gardens from the areas that the public normally walk in, and you can be sitting here for hours and you won't see another soul. I wonder whether it was the same for the royal family in the 18th century, whether they came here also as a refuge. 

[The sound of crows outside can be heard]. 

I certainly come here sometimes and think I wouldn't mind a quiet hour away. Where's the best place to go at Kew? go to the cottage! Even if I don't go inside, I might sit on a bench, listening to the birds. And I'm sure it was the same for the king and queen and for the princesses as well. So I've come back outside now and am going to say my farewells to the cottage and take that lovely walk along the riverside back to Kew Palace. 

The cottage, sadly, isn't open as much as we'd like. But if you're here in Kew Gardens, then come and have a look. It might be open. And if I'm here, I'll always let you have a look around. 

But I'd like to thank you for coming with me today and allowing me to show you some of my little treasures here in Kew. 

[bookmark: _h7x6j9ostu0y]Charles Farris [00:16:49]
Hello listeners. Thank you for listening to this episode. I'm Charles Ferris. And next time I'll be taking on a stroll through Hampton Court Palace to my favourite Tudor space known as the Wolseley Closet. 

[bookmark: _ui5vvl1zc44k]Lucy Worsley [00:17:02]
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 podcasts so we know we're doing it right. Thank you so much for supporting us loyal listeners. We really appreciate you. 

