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[bookmark: _lvtaahvytz1w]Victoria’s birthplace with Claudia Acott-Williams


[bookmark: _klprrgom2jyk]Show Notes 
[bookmark: _8ctfl64hy95f]In the fourth part of this series, we’re taking a walk with curator Claudia Acott-Williams into her favourite space at Kensington Palace, the room where Queen Victoria was born. Claudia will explain how this room was intentionally chosen as the birthplace of the future Queen of England.
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[bookmark: _9mty4pelpyv5]Transcript 
[bookmark: _mjtr18zgtkm4]Lucy Worsley [00:00:01] 
[The theme music plays in the background. It is gentle and upbeat. Lucy introduces the new podcasts 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: _ggn5m5a1h4rx]Claudia Acott-Williams [00:00:31] 
[Claudia is standing outside Kensington Palace and sounds of geese in the nearby Big Pond can be heard in the background].  

So, we're here at Kensington Palace. We're stood outside the palace on the east front, so we're facing towards Hyde Park. It's a beautiful sunny day and this would actually have been the back garden when Princess Victoria lived here in the early 19th century. You might be able to hear the geese in the background because we're not far from the Big Pond which is the point in the landscape that really connects us and Victoria: Her mother talks about looking out of the window from the room in which she gave birth to the princess and looking out over that pond. Often when I'm in that space I sort of look out at it myself and feel this point of connection between me and Victoria and her mother in these spaces. 

This would have been the back garden. Actually, you would have entered the palace from the other side of the building and you would've walked into the Stone Hall, which would've been the entrance to the Duke and Duchess of Kent's apartments. The Duke was the fourth son of George III and he was given an apartment here at Kensington at the end of the 18th century.
 
My name is Claudia,  I'm the curator here at Kensington Palace and today I'm going to show you one of the most special rooms in the building for me.

[The sound of a large heavy door opening and closing can be heard as Claudia enters the palace. Her voice becomes very echoey as she speaks to us from the servants’ quarters.]

 So we're just about to go up the stairs to Princess Victoria's apartment and this lower floor would have been where the servants quarters were, where the things like the kitchens were and also the Duke of Kent's library in his office. But you get a sense here, firstly, of the duke's taste, so we've got this wonderful sweeping sort of neo-classical staircase and the walls are painted in this kind of salmony pink with blue woodwork. It's a really warm, quite a domestic sort of space; It's got quite plush carpets on the staircase and it is relatively domestic in scale, particularly compared to the State Apartments, so you kind of immediately get a sense of Kensington as a home. 

[The sound of another heavy wooden door creaking as it opens can be heard as Claudia makes her way upstairs]. 

Okay, so let's go upstairs to make our way through a set of double doors and into the red saloon which would have been the main sort of reception space in the palace and it's where eighteen years later Victoria would pledge her allegiance to the country and, you know, promise to do her best for the nation as Queen at the tender age of eighteen surrounded by ninety-seven privy councillors that crowded into this room.

[The sound of floorboards creaking can be heard as Claudia walks through the room]. 

 So we're walking through this room, this would have been... You know, the first room that visitors would have come in, so these rooms are quite big in scale. They've got classical columns, quite heavy drapery. They're quite grand spaces and you have a sense of the sort of balls and parties that would have been taking place in these rooms. 

And then, quite curiously, the room in which Princess Victoria was born is actually immediately off the main saloon and that, for me, I think, was sort of something that completely intrigued me when I first started here. Why was it that Princess Victoria was born, you know, in one of her principal reception rooms, in what actually was the dining room? 

[the sound of another door opening, and Claudia’s voice becomes less echoed]. 

So we're just going into the room now, opening double doors and we find ourselves in this very lovely green and white room, first floor room. Like I said, it was the dining room and yet it was in here that she was born and visitors will see that it doesn't look like a dining room as whole at the moment, it's actually set up as a bedroom. 

So what we've done is as far (as we were able) we have recreated the interiors exactly as the inventories and as contemporary commentary of the time tells us it looked and felt. So the room is, it's, a green and white theme. So we've got a kind of a green moire paper on the walls and we've got these wonderful green and white cambric curtains so that green balances with beautiful green and white silk Passementerien trimmings and white curtains underneath them, and white sort of summer muslins underneath those. So quite a sort of elaborate regency curtain that you can see in here. Then the room is this sort of elegant regency simplicity, so it's not too fussy and frilly like the Victorian interiors that you might expect of her adulthood, it's almost quite minimalist in its own way. 

There's a big maple bed and the bed is interesting actually, it is of the period, it was not the one she was born in and it was actually the bed that Victoria and Albert then slept in throughout their marriage. So it's right for the period and it's quite an important bed in Queen Victoria's life [laughs].

But then I think possibly most prominent in the room is this beautiful cradle, and we know that it was in the building at the time, we think it might be the cradle that she used. And we know that it has these quite elaborate hangings which match the curtains and the beds. And it really is a cradle befitting a royal princess and maybe a future queen. So we know in those first few weeks and months of life Victoria would have you know lain for much of the time and in this cradle probably with her mother by her side. We know again very unusually that her mother decided to breastfeed Victoria herself -that was almost unheard of at the time and even The Times reported on it, it was so unusual and surprising. 

So we have a sense of her sitting in this room, breastfeeding her new baby with her husband close by and this being the kind of quite elaborate stage onto which Victoria came into the world. 

We spent a bit of time kind of thinking about, you know, was this actually the space that she was born? Why is it that she would have been born in what we know from the inventories at the time was a dining room? And there are various clues in the room that I think help us to understand that. So when you're stood in the room, you can see that there are actually four doors: There are two on the far end, which, if you know the building actually don't lead to anywhere, they are the end of the building but it's a kind of cunning tool by eighteenth century designers to give a sense of scale and suggest that there is more rooms behind. 

And then we've got the door that we came into which connects to that main reception room and then there's another door in the corner of the room and this door actually leads downstairs to what would have been the kitchens. This was a sort of interesting clue, and I think, obviously, in normal times, the household staff would be able to bring food up from those rooms and to serve guests seated in this room. But of course, during labour, you need access to practical things like hot water and clean linens. So that was sort of one clue as to why perhaps this room was chosen and ask the room that the Duchess of Kent would give birth in and then I think the other clue really comes from where we've just entered from and that is that there is this bizarre tradition that takes place in royal birth historically whereby members of the Privy Council need to witness a birth and verify that no sort of surrogate baby has been smuggled in, in place of a stillborn child.

This actually dates back to 1688 to one of the pregnancies of Mary of Modena, the wife of the unpopular Catholic King James the Second and although it was a kind of “fake news” incident, there was a real desire to make sure that something like this never happened again. And so, from that point onwards, members of the Privy Council would gather and they would verify the birth and so we know that this room would have been carefully guarded on that day. In the room immediately outside this room, you had the Duke of Wellington, you had The Home Secretary, the Archbishop of Canterbury, other senior male members of the royal household who were all there to just confirm that this baby was indeed the baby of the Duke of Kent and the Duchess of Kent, and to announce the gender and the safe arrival of the baby to the world. 

[The sounds of Claudia’s footsteps on the carpet can be heard faintly]. 

One of the questions I think visitors are always interested to understand is actually how Victoria becomes queen, because she is the daughter of the fourth son of George III, and the reason for her arrival in the world is because despite the fact that he has fifteen children, In 1817, George III has only produced one legitimate grandchild. So his eldest son, heir to the throne, George IV, produces one daughter, Princess Charlotte and she is a very popular heir to the throne. But in 1817 she dies in childbirth at the age of just twenty-one and her little boy dies with her, and this produces widespread public grief. But it also creates a succession crisis. The Duke of Kent, he actually jettisons his long-term mistress of about twenty-seven years and he proposes to a young German princess, Victoire of Leiningen, and she agrees to marry him and the pair of them are married in a double ceremony at Kew and the Duchess quickly falls pregnant. So they're living at the Duchess's home in Germany and the Duke is struggling so much financially that he doesn't even have the funds to get them back to London. But he is determined that his daughter, or his child, should be born in Britain in what he calls the palace of his ancestors. Because he has this sense that should she one day become queen it will be really important that she was born in this country. And so they make it back to Kensington just in time with, you know, a couple of weeks to spare and during that time they quickly convert this room from a dining room into a bed chamber for the Duchess. 

So it's here that she has her “lying in”; her sort of mandatory nine or ten days of not leaving the house and, you know, staying very still, and she writes to her mother from this room, and it's in these letters that we hear about her, you now, looking out of the window onto the pond that we can see in the park outside now. And, you know, it really seems that this marriage, this match, which is made for very kind of perfunctory reasons, but is actually turning out to be quite, a kind of quite happy love match between the two of them. They have a vast age difference. And yet he really kind of humbles himself to her. He's very sort of modest and ingratiating and very romantic in his letters. He spent a couple of years pursuing her. 

So, he sort of worked hard for her hand and on the morning of the 24th of May, 1819, the Duchess goes into labour. We know that it was gently raining outside. And we also know, really unusually, that the Duke of Kent stays with her throughout the whole process. So it would be kind of customary for the husband to be perhaps in that room next door with the rest of the Privy Council, kind of waiting for the news. But actually the Duke Of Kent stays by her side through the whole of the labour. And it's a relatively quick labour: The baby's born in six hours, so by 4:15 in the morning, Princess Victoria has arrived. And it's interesting for another reason as well. 

I find it fascinating. It's quite a kind of modern birth and quite a modern family situation. So you have the Duke and Duchess of Kent together. But interestingly, you also have the very first German female obstetrician, a woman called Charlotte von Siebold, and she's fascinating. She's the daughter of a midwife who became the first woman in Germany to receive a doctorate in obstetrics, and she had to study behind a curtain in university so she didn't distract all the male students and Charlotte follows her mother along in this career path and she becomes a very well-respected German obstetrician. 

I think it must have been perhaps a reassurance for the Duchess. The Duchess arrived in England, she spoke very little English, and so I think to have a German doctor there with her must have actually been quite a reassuring and a comforting thing. Another lovely fact about that is that is She then returns to Germany and three months later she delivers Princess Victoria's cousin, a little boy, who will be called Prince Albert! So a slightly sort of bizarre but interesting thing that links them right from day one; they're both delivered by the same female obstetrician. 

[The sound of creaking floorboards can be heard as Claudia moves through the room]. 

What I love about this part of the story, I think, is that when we think about Princess Victoria's childhood at Kensington, we think of things like the Kensington system. We think of this really difficult relationship that she ends up having as a teenager with her mother and John Conroy. But the tragedy of the story, I think, is that actually these first few months of her life seem to have been very kind of cosseted, happy, quite blissful moments.  That marriage between her mother and her father, okay it was in its infancy, but it was at least at this point it was going very well and they were very affectionate towards one another and Victoria comments on this actually much later in life when she's going back through her mother's correspondence. She sort of really understands the affection between her parents and like I say, the real tragedy of this is that the Duke of Kent actually dies when she's just eight months old. 

I think for me one of the things that's most special about this room is it's one of the few spaces in the apartment that I think really speaks to that very happy sort of first eight months. This space, I think, really encapsulates that. It's a really warm, inviting space. When we did the big representation to mark the bicentenary of her birth in 2019, I knew we'd be able to kind of recreate this space quite accurately.  I wanted people to just come in here and have a moment of reflection and an immersion in this really significant space. 

This room, I think, for me, is certainly the most poignant room in the Palace. Because I worked on the project to sort of represent these spaces and I have spent most of my career at HRP working on Queen Victoria, particularly on her dress collection. So I think, you know, for me this room is sort of, it's really the origins of, you know, a lot of the work that I've then gone on to do in looking at Queen Victoria's life and how her childhood, how relationship with her parents shaped her reign, shaped who she became as a woman and as a mother. 

Everything down to just the actual border in this room was really carefully considered and designed. So every inch of this space means something quite personal to me and even when the palace is absolutely buzzing and kind of a bit chaotic and there are children running all over the place (which is exactly as it should be) you can come into this room and there's a calmness to it. It's a pale,  kind of bluey greens, it's quite a tranquil space and I always come back to that extraordinary view out over Kensington Gardens and to the Round Pond beyond and think back to that letter that the Duchess of Kent wrote to her mother about lying here the day after her daughter was born, you know, with her new baby, with a husband who was extraordinarily hands-on and involved for the time, and, you know thinking about what was to come. So I think that's why this room is so special for me. 

It was so nice to have an excuse to spend a bit of time in my favourite room in the palace. Thank you so much for coming with me. I hope you enjoyed it!

[Gentle theme music plays.]

[bookmark: _m7spuvwimiyr]Cara Gathern [00:19:41]
Hi, I'm Cara. Thank you so much for listening to this episode. You can join me next time for a sneak peek into some very important, very behind-the-scenes rooms at Hampton Court Palace. 

[bookmark: _7ru32horwdp8]Lucy Worsley [00:19:53] 
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.]
