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INTRODUCTION

At times, the Royal Family can seem distant from everyday London life. They are the stuff of period drama or titillating tabloid tales. All very entertaining but actually irrelevant to modern London living.

Yet an ordinary London day is touched in dozens of subtle ways by the extraordinary tales of royal history. 

If you’ve ever changed trains at Victoria, walked along Kingsway or shopped on Regent Street, you are brushing up against the Royal Family.

If you’ve ever had a drink at the King’s Head, or taken up a sunny spot in Kensington Gardens, or if you’ve ever hired a dinner jacket, then, once again, the Royal Family are very near at hand.

Study at King’s College? A night at the theatre in Haymarket or Drury Lane? Or the famous Proms? Too highbrow? Well how about a return to the pub and a night in the White Hart at Mile End. If you think this last course of action will take you away from the Royal Family, then think again.

And we haven’t even mentioned palaces yet. We’ve plenty of those.

This book attempts to bring to life some of those more arcane London locations shaped by royal history – as well as detailing the famous landmarks of Royal London. As we chase the ghosts of King Henry VIII and Queen Elizabeth I, we’ll meet the current Royal Family and follow their footsteps through the modern-day metropolis.

I hope you enjoy our trip along the Queen’s highway(s)… and byways.



KPG

London, April 2012


1    ROYAL KENSINGTON

Kensington has royal connections that go back to the Conqueror, when King William I granted land to one Geoffrey de Mowbray – who, in turn, gave tenancy to Aubrey de Vere. The de Veres later became the Earls of Oxford – hence the name of nearby Earls Court.

Great shopping, high-end dining, rich in history, rich in culture, sometimes just plain rich, there’s even a bona fide royal palace. The phrase ‘very Kensington’ becomes a byword for regality and luxury.

Kensington Palace (1)




Kensington Gardens, W8 4PX. See www.hrp.org.uk/KensingtonPalace for prices and opening times. Tube: Queensway



Kensington Palace is one of those London buildings that divides opinion: some are of a mind that it is somewhat plain to behold; others think that it’s downright bleak and looks more like an orphanage than a palace. 

But when we throw the two magic words ‘Christopher Wren’ in the direction of its red brick façade, a little architectural fairy dust sticks to the old place. Its clean, classical lines suddenly become more elegant. Its dark windows suddenly seem less foreboding and more like a welcome.

The Duke of Windsor (formerly Prince of Wales, briefly King Edward VIII) once commented on the number of royals living at Kensington Palace by waggishly dubbing it ‘an aunt heap’.

The cast list of residents is an impressive one indeed.

DIANA, PRINCESS OF WALES

The newlywed Prince and Princess of Wales moved into apartments 8 and 9 in 1981. Diana lived here until her death in 1997. Her coffin rested here on 5 September 1997 before her final journey to Westminster Abbey and thence to Althorp. Princes William and Harry were raised here and Prince William made a return of sorts in 2011 when it was announced that he and the Duchess of Cambridge would use Kensington Palace as their official London residence. 

[image: images]

QUEEN VICTORIA

In 1819, Prince Edward, Duke of Kent and Strathearn and Earl of Dublin (fourth son of George III) and Princess Victoria of Saxe-Coburg-Saalfeld had a daughter, born here at the palace, who would go on to reign over us (happy and glorious) for longer than anyone else… so far.*1

PRINCESS MARGARET

Princess Margaret, late sister of HM Queen Elizabeth II, lived at Kensington Palace. These past few years have been open season for documentary-makers keen to present the more lurid aspects of the Princess’s life on screen. Suffice it to say, all have been broadcast after the 9pm watershed. How many of the details can be proven as fact is not my job to say. But one detail did amuse…

The Princess was famed for enjoying her food and would tuck in with great alacrity… thus posing a problem for her royal guests. Royal etiquette dictates that, when dining with the Royal Family, should the hosts put down the eating irons, then you, the guest, must stop eating too. If one wanted to enjoy the fruits of the wonderful kitchens at Kensington, one therefore had to attack the meal with gusto, before the plates were taken away. 

KING WILLIAM III

First monarch to live here – from 1689; first monarch to die here – in 1702. Preferred the fresh air of countrified Kensington (!) to the damp of the riverbank Palace of Whitehall.

PRINCE AND PRINCESS MICHAEL OF KENT

HM The Queen’s cousins became the subject of a minor royal controversy – or, if you prefer, a royal minor controversy – when their Kensington Palace rent for apartment 10 was raised to a more – ahem – competitive level. The new rent was set at £120,000 per year, a leap of around £116,000 from the nominal rent paid hitherto.

PETER THE WILD BOY

At first he may sound like an inappropriate chum of Prince Harry, but Peter the Wild Boy was actually a foundling teenager who lived at the court of King George I in 1726 and 1727. Found naked and mute in the woods outside Hanover in Germany, Peter lived to the ripe old age of 70, by which time he is reported to have a clear understanding of speech, but a practical vocabulary of only three words: ‘Peter’ and ‘King George’.

The Albert Memorial (2)




Kensington Gardens. Tube: South Kensington/Gloucester Road



You could live in London for half a lifetime before you ever ran into a Londoner who says: ‘The Albert Memorial? I don’t have an opinion either way.’

Everyone has an opinion on the Albert Memorial. 

Delete as applicable: ‘Sir George Gilbert Scott’s Albert Memorial is the apex of Victorian ingenuity and creativity and symbolises vividly the reach-for-Heaven-and-beyond ethos of Victorian ambition.’ Or: ‘Sir George Gilbert Scott’s Albert Memorial stands as testament to the excess and vanity of an empire that not only subjugated its colonists but enslaved its own citizens right here in the East End of London.’

Answers on a postcard, please.

In the meantime, here come the statistics: 176 feet tall, 20 years in the making, cost £120,000. Restored in 1994 at a cost of £10 million – roughly the modern equivalent of the original cost.

Sir George Gilbert Scott is responsible for the memorial, while the golden figure of Albert is the work of John Foley.

St Mary Abbots Church (3)




Kensington Church Street, W8 4LA. Tube: High Street Kensington



The present church dates from 1872 and was designed by that man again, Sir George Gilbert Scott (see also the Albert Memorial). 

The church has a pew reserved for royal parishioners in the front row, which dates back to Queen Victoria’s reign. It also boasts a memorial to Alfred, Duke of Edinburgh and of Saxe-Coburg and Gotha (d.1900), and Leopold, Duke of Albany (d.1884), sons of Queen Victoria, sculpted by their sister Princess Louise. In the autumn of 1997, the church became a focal point for mourners after the death of Diana, Princess of Wales.

Kensington Roof Gardens (4)




99 Kensington High Street, W8 5SA. Access is via Derry Street, just off Kensington High Street. Tube: High Street Kensington



Kensington Roof Gardens can be found atop the old Derry & Toms department store, which was bought in 1920 by neighbouring department store John Barker. Currently owned by Sir Richard Branson, the gardens are open to the general public most days, free of charge. They can be booked out for launch parties and private functions and at such times they are closed to the public.

Barker kept Derry & Toms trading as a shop for respectable middle-class goods, keeping the John Barker department store at the high end of the market, angling for a more Harrods-like clientele. Swinging Sixties outfitter Biba moved into the old Derry & Toms building in 1974 but closed soon after. In the 1960s, Princess Anne, like many a teenage girl, shopped at Biba. The Roof Gardens were the venue for a party in July 2011 at which the Duchess of Cambridge was pictured dancing with chum-in-chief to the young royal set, nightclub owner Guy Pelly. 


THREE KENSINGTON STATUES



Kingly statue: King William III (5)

A jaunty fellow, by the looks of this tribute by Heinrich Baucke; King Billy’s statue was donated to the nation in 1907 by Kaiser Wilhelm II to his Uncle Ted (King Edward VII) – perhaps in an effort to highlight the blood ties between the two nations in a sticky diplomatic period to dispel the clouds of war. It failed.



Queenly statue: Queen Victoria (6)

Of all the statues of Queen Victoria in London, this is the one that tends to surprise most people. The very words ‘Queen Victoria’ conjure up but one image: a more mature lady; dressed in black; not necessarily laughing (not amused, etc., etc.) This statue, however, was made from a series of likenesses taken when HM was but 19 years old, the age at which she became Queen. It is the work of her daughter (working retrospectively) Princess Louise, a talented sculptress. Louise caused something of a scandal in her day by marrying a commoner. He was the Duke of Argyll, but then everyone is a commoner when your ma is Queen of England and Empress of India.



Consort statue: Prince Albert (7)

He’s got a memorial. He’s got a great big hall. Which is perhaps why we let this ‘modest’ bronze slip our minds, tucked as it is behind the Royal Albert Hall. It’s the work of Joseph Durham and dates from 1858, predating its big brother, the Gothic skyrocket that is the Albert Memorial, by some 14 years.



Elsewhere in the borough…




The Royal Borough of Kensington & Chelsea was created in 1965, when the boroughs of Kensington and Chelsea were yoked together. Kensington has enjoyed Royal Borough status since 1901, in accordance with the wishes of the late Queen Victoria who was born here (see here). It has long been the playground of royals…

KING’S ROAD 

 Tube: Sloane Square

Since 1955, when Mary Quant opened Bazaar at no. 138a – widely held to be Britain’s first boutique shop – King’s Road has been a shopping Mecca for the bright young things of London.

Catherine (back when she was just plain ol’ Kate Middleton) was spotted doing a little pre-wedding shopping here. According to the Daily Telegraph she even purchased a ‘Kate blouse’ – a garment identical to the one she wore for her famous engagement portrait by Mario Testino – from Whistles. The Telegraph also spotted 2011’s most famous bride-to-be popping into Banana Republic while Metro and the Daily Mirror followed her into Warehouse. In the aftermath of the wedding, Chelsy Davy, ex-girlfriend of Prince Harry, was pictured in the Daily Mail buying a pair of black patent wedge shoes similar in style to those sported by the new Duchess of Cambridge. 

The road takes its name from King Charles II, who travelled to Kew via a private road that existed here until the early 19th Century. 

WORLD’S END

Tube: Sloane Square/West Brompton

An area at the western end of the King’s Road, named after a tavern that was known to King Charles II. World’s End is also the name of a King’s Road shop owned by Vivienne Westwood and located at no. 430. In a previous incarnation, the shop was known as SEX and was frequented by the disaffected youth of the Bromley Contingent, including the embryonic Sex Pistols – who would go on to attempt to upstage Her Majesty in her Silver Jubilee year of 1977.

EXHIBITION ROAD

Tube: South Kensington

Exhibition Road is home to three major museums – Science, Natural History and V&A – founded in the aftermath of the Great Exhibition of 1851, in which Prince Albert was a major mover and shaker. 

The nickname for the area favoured by current tourism chiefs is Museumland: which, at present, stubbornly refuses to catch the imagination of the general public. The old nickname for the area was Albertopolis – a title applied by both admirers and detractors of the Prince and his eagerness to be involved in the cultural advancement of the nation. 

VICTORIA & ALBERT MUSEUM (8)

Cromwell Road, SW7 2RL. Open daily 10am–5.45pm, Fridays 10pm. Admission free. Tube: South Kensington 

The world’s largest museum of decorative arts and design is home to some 4.6 million objects. Queen Victoria laid the foundation stone for Sir Aston Webb’s Cromwell Road entrance (he also designed Admiralty Arch in Westminster) in 1899, her last major public engagement, but it was not until 1909 that King Edward VII opened the structure. This façade is adorned with figures of Queen Victoria, Prince Albert, King Edward VII and Queen Alexandra. 

BOUJIS NIGHTCLUB (9)

43 Thurloe Street, SW7 2LQ. Tube: South Kensington

Thurloe Street is named after a secretary of Oliver Cromwell: the perfect ironic spot in which to indulge in some seriously non-Cromwellian carousing. 

By the year 2009, Boujis nightclub was a byword for royal shenanigans by night – even though young royals had patronised the club for some 18 months before word reached the gossip columns. A small, hyper-exclusive venue with a capacity of under 200 and membership by invitation only, in recent years the club has operated a policy whereby flash stars with large entourages are turned away. This is to avoid overcrowding the club with guests and having to turn away valued members.

The house cocktail and choice of royal revellers is the Crack Baby – even royal venues are not immune from the 1980s-born craze of distastefully named cocktails. As with all cocktails, variations are the stuff of heated debate, with some recipes involving fruit purée and electric blenders. But if the gossip columns are to be believed, the drink should be downed in one, which would make the following recipe the most practical:

1 Fl. oz vodka

1 Fl. oz champagne

1 Fl. oz passion fruit juice

one dash Chambord

To compound the bad taste of the name, if you’ve chosen to shake the cocktail with ice, the drink should be served in a test tube. Otherwise, bung the whole lot in a shot glass and repeat until you end up falling over and landing on the front page of the Daily Mail in March 2007 (see Prince Harry).

According to Harper’s Bazaar, Tuesday is the night to be seen at Boujis. We’ve listed the nearest tube above, but we doubt that many of the members of this fabled London nightspot ever arrive in such a fashion. 

HARRODS

87–135 Brompton Road, SW1X 7XL. Tube: Knightsbridge

 A secondary focal point for mourners following the death of Diana, Princess of Wales. Dodi Fayed, son of Harrods’ then-owner Mohamed Al-Fayed, was killed in the same car crash. 

Prince Philip withdrew his royal warrant from Harrods in late 2000. Royal warrants are reviewed every five years and Prince Philip’s visits to Harrods had declined sufficiently to remove the warrant. 

Soon after, Mr Al-Fayed took the decision to remove the warrants of HM The Queen, HRH The Queen Mother and HRH The Prince of Wales, thus severing all royal trading relationships of his own volition.

At the end of the documentary film Unlawful Killing (at the time of writing, the film is yet to be given a UK screening for legal reasons), funded by Al-Fayed, the tycoon is filmed burning the royal warrants that once adorned the front of his store, in the grounds of his estate near his son’s mausoleum. ‘They were a curse,’ said the Egyptian-born tycoon at the time, ‘and business tripled following their removal.’

(Ali Al-Fayed, younger brother of the former Harrods owner, still trades under the royal warrant of the Prince of Wales as president and CEO of Turnbull & Asser, the Jermyn Street shirtmaker.)

Harrods had been entitled to bill themselves as being ‘By Royal Appointment’ since 1913, when they were awarded their first royal warrant. The store’s motto is Omnia Omnibus Ubique – translated as ‘All Things for All People, Everywhere’. Although, given the store’s strict customer dress code, perhaps Omnia Omnibus Ubique (Nisi Illud Populus Contingo Taedium Brevis) – or ‘All Things for All People, Everywhere (Unless Those People Are Wearing Shorts)’ would be more appropriate.

In 2010, Mohamed Al-Fayed sold Harrods to the Qatar Investment Company.

Tired of shopping in Kensington? Try these royal alternatives…




HAWES & CURTIS 

33–34 Jermyn Street, SW1Y 6HP. Tube: Piccadilly Circus



Shirtmaker to the man who would – briefly – be King Edward VIII. As Prince of Wales, Edward became something of a style and fashion leader. Preferring a bulky knot in his tie, he had his tailor cut his neckties wider than usual. With this bulky knot, a spread collar was required. Enter Hawes & Curtis of Jermyn Street (founded 1913) – who would also launder shirts for the Prince upon request. NB: It is erroneously believed that the Windsor Knot was named after the Prince, when in fact it was dubbed thus in honour of his equally stylish grandfather, King Edward VII. Which brings us to...

HENRY POOLE & CO. 

15 Savile Row, W1S 3PJ. Tube: Oxford Circus

When, as Prince of Wales, King Edward VII approached Poole’s (established in 1806) to tailor a comfortable, non-restrictive coat in which to dine and smoke, the great Savile Row tailor bent himself to the task with style and speed. The resulting shorter, single-button jacket with silk lapels delighted the Prince. At a Sandringham dinner party, one of his guests, an American chap by the name of James Potter, admired the jacket effusively. The Prince gave him Poole’s details, and Mr Potter duly wore the jacket to his club, in Tuxedo Park NY. Thus the name tuxedo – the US term for dinner jacket – was born.

EDE & RAVENSCROFT 

93 Chancery Lane, WC2A 1DU. Tube: High Holborn

This famous wig and gown-maker is obviously eager not to appear over-keen or vulgar – and so they simply state that their company is ‘thought to be the oldest firm of tailors in the world’. At the time of writing, they hold a full set of royal warrants – enjoying the patronage of HM The Queen, HRH The Duke of Edinburgh and HRH The Prince of Wales. Ede & Ravenscroft first robed the royals for coronation when William and Mary became king and queen in 1689.

PARTRIDGE’S (UPMARKET GROCER)

2–5 Duke of York Square, SW3 4LY (off King’s Road). Tube: Sloane Square

Established on the King’s Road in 1972, Partridge’s was awarded HM The Queen’s royal warrant in 1994 – making it the Queen’s grocer. Sources are divided as to what tea is favoured by Her Majesty, with some pointing to Darjeeling, others to Earl Grey. Partridge’s are keeping their cards close to their chest with their Royal Blend loose tea (i.e. not in tea bags), describing it merely as a ‘unique blend of Indian teas’. It retails at £3.50 for 125 grams.

Catherine of Braganza, Queen Consort of King Charles II (after whom the shop’s location, in King’s Road, is named), introduced the custom of tea drinking to British society. 

JOHN LOBB

9 St James’s Street, SW1A 1EF. Tube: Piccadilly Circus

One can easily spot the King’s Head and the King’s Arms in London – those famous pub names can be seen swinging on signs all over town. But where can one see the King’s legs? And the Queen’s, come to that. In St James’s, that’s where. John Lobb have been bootmakers to the Royal Family since King Edward VII was Prince of Wales. As such they keep a last – the model around which a cobbler makes a shoe – fashioned to the exact shape of each customer’s lower leg and foot. 

CHARBONNEL ET WALKER 

One The Royal Arcade, 28 Old Bond Street, W1S 4BT. Tube: Green Park

Chocolatier to HM The Queen, Mrs Walker and Mme Charbonnel opened for business in 1875 with the encouragement of – yes, him again – King Edward VII when he was Prince of Wales. An early example, perhaps, of his enthusiasm for the entente cordiale. Given the Prince liked to dress well when dining well (see Henry Poole, here) and that he was fond of chocolate, it should perhaps come as no surprise that he also created the fashion for leaving the bottom button of the waistcoat (or vest in US parlance) undone – this simple expedient for allowing more comfort after the pudding course has become de rigueur among gentlemen everywhere. 

HATCHARDS BOOKSHOP

187 Piccadilly, W1J 9LE. Tube: Piccadilly Circus/Green Park

The oldest bookshop in London – founded by John Hatchard in 1797 – Hatchards is currently in possession of a ‘full house’ of royal warrants: it is patronised by HM The Queen, HRH Prince Philip and HRH The Prince of Wales. High-profile writers are drawn to signings at Hatchards in greater number than to any other London bookshop. The Christmas Customer Evening, towards the end of November, can draw 20 or more big names from the world of literature, stationed throughout the store ready to sign your first editions.

Diana’s Knightsbridge




COLEHERNE COURT 

Old Brompton Road, SW5. Tube: Earls Court



From 1979 to 1981, no. 60 Coleherne Court was the home of Lady Diana Spencer. The three-bedroomed flat was an 18th birthday present from her parents. Those not-so-distant times are another country in terms of property prices: the cost of the property was in the region of £50,000. At the time of writing, during a downturn in the property market, a three-bedroom property in the same area was offered at £2,495,000, with another up for rent at £1,650 per week.

Diana moved from here to Clarence House in February 1981 on the eve of the announcement of her engagement – at that time, Clarence House was the residence of Queen Elizabeth, the Queen Mother.



A NICE SIT DOWN AND A CUP OF TEA


And is there honey still for tea?



As long as Kensington stands, the answer is a resounding yes.



On the main drag



The Orangery

Kensington Palace, W8 4PX. Tube: High Street Kensington/Queensway



How to define Kensington? Well, one way could be to consider that when they take tea, Kensingtonites can do so in an 18th-century orangery designed by Christopher Wren. Toto, I don’t think we’re in Shepherd’s Bush any more.



The Orangery is enormously popular and pot luck – perhaps teapot luck? – must be taken when heading here of an afternoon as they are unable to take bookings. It’s worth the trip as, even if there’s no table, the gardens are a joy to behold and the Royal Park – Kensington Gardens – provides ample space to sit and read and relax. 



Something a little stronger, perhaps?



The Churchill Arms

119 Kensington Church Street, W8 7LN. Tube: Notting Hill Gate



There really is nowhere like The Churchill: Irish in flavour, named after Britain’s great war hero and serving Thai food! It really shouldn’t work but it jolly well does.



Sssshhh. It’s a secret



The Scarsdale Tavern

23a Edwardes Square, W8 6HE. Tube: High Street Kensington/Kensington (Olympia)/Earl’s Court



Well worth the yomp along to the western extremity of Kensington High Street, the Scarsdale exists in that ‘other’ Kensington: the hinterland of grandeur tucked away behind the shops and palaces and hullabaloo of central London.





(*1At the time of writing, Her Maj E2 is rubbing along quite nicely, thanks for asking. In May 2011 she became the second-longest-reigning monarch, nudging George III into bronze medal position. Queen Victoria’s long-standing royal record hangs in the balance and is due to be toppled in September 2015.)
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