

[image: ]






[image: ]





[image: ]









Text © Felicity Day


Historic Royal Palaces images © Historic Royal Palaces


Royal Collection images © Royal Collection Enterprises Limited 2025 | Royal Collection Trust


Produced under licence from Historic Royal Palaces Enterprises Limited (2025)


© Historic Royal Palaces


hrp.org.uk


This edition published in 2025 by Welbeck


An Imprint of HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP LIMITED


Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.


Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library


eISBN 978-1-03542-341-5


HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP LIMITED


An Hachette UK Company


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


The authorised representative in the EEA is Hachette Ireland, 8 Castlecourt Centre, Dublin 15, D15 XTP3, Ireland (email: info@hbgi.ie)


www.headline.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk










Contents



FOREWORD


INTRODUCTION


THE BLOOMS


Abies ~ FIR


Alcea ~ HOLLYHOCK


Anana comosus ~ PINEAPPLE


Carpinus ~ HORNBEAM


Cirsium ~ THISTLE


Citrus x sinensis ~ ORANGE TREE


Convallaria majalis ~ LILY OF THE VALLEY


Crataegus ~ HAWTHORN


Delphinium elatum ~ DELPHINIUM


Dianthus caryophyllus ~ CARNATION


Filipendula ulmaria ~ MEADOWSWEET


Fragaria x ananassa ~ STRAWBERRY


Gentiana ~ GENTIAN


Lavandula ~ LAVENDER


Lonicera ~ HONEYSUCKLE


Matricaria chamomilla ~ CHAMOMILE


Morus ~ MULBERRY


Myosotis ~ FORGET-ME-NOT


Myrtus communis ~ MYRTLE


Papaver ~ POPPY


Primula veris ~ COWSLIP


Quercus ~ OAK


Rhododendron ~ RHODODENDRON


Rosa ~ ROSE


Salvia rosmarinus ~ ROSEMARY


Strelitzia reginae ~ BIRD OF PARADISE


Tagetes ~ MARIGOLD


Taxus baccata ~ YEW


Trifolium dubium ~ SHAMROCK


Tulipa ~ TULIP


Viola ~ VIOLET


Viola tricolor ~ PANSY


Vitis ~ GRAPE VINE


INDEX


PICTURE CREDITS










Foreword


In March 1554, the future Queen Elizabeth I was arrested on suspicion of conspiring against her half-sister ‘Bloody’ Mary Tudor. She was imprisoned in the Tower, in the very same apartments where her mother Anne Boleyn had been lodged prior to her execution eighteen years earlier. Terrified that she would meet the same fate, Elizabeth was said to have begged her sister to order a sword for her beheading – a privilege that Henry VIII had afforded Anne. But although public sympathy was firmly with the captive princess, the Tower Constable was dismissed from his post because he was considered too lenient towards her.


One day, when Elizabeth was taking her daily exercise along the Tower walkway, a young boy, overcome with curiosity, struck up a conversation with her. It was the beginning of an unlikely friendship and they met several more times as the princess’s imprisonment dragged on. Charmed by his royal friend, the boy started bringing her flowers. When Mary’s privy council heard of this, they ordered that the boy be kept away from their royal captive.


But those simple blooms had already worked their magic. To Elizabeth, they were a glimmer of hope during one of the bleakest periods of her life: a testament to the love that she inspired among her sister’s ordinary subjects. She was eventually released on 19 May 1554, the anniversary of her mother’s execution, and crowned Queen of England four and a half years later. Now, the love that those flowers had represented found full expression. The citizens of London cheered the new queen as she returned to the Tower in triumph to await her coronation. As she processed through the streets thronged with well-wishers, thousands of flowers were thrown into her path.


As this wonderful book reveals, throughout history, monarchs have had a special connection with plants. From the planta genista (sprig of bloom) that inspired the name of a medieval royal dynasty to the honeysuckle that proudly (but falsely) proclaimed the constancy of Henry VIII’s love for Anne Boleyn, and from the fragrant orange trees that Mary II filled Hampton Court with in the late 17th century to the gentian and other medicinal plants used to treat the so-called ‘madness’ of King George III, the British monarchy has proved surprisingly green-fingered.


The story of the monarchy has been told and retold many times, but reading this book gave me a perspective as fresh as the beautifully decorated firs which were first brought into the palaces by George III’s consort Charlotte every Christmas, thus beginning a tradition that is still going strong today.


It is a centuries-old story but one that continues to evolve. In May 2023, Westminster Abbey was filled with trees, flowers and foliage for the coronation of King Charles III. And each year, tens of thousands of visitors flock to palaces such as Hampton Court, Kensington and Hillsborough Castle to enjoy the gardens, just as much as the majestic buildings.


From showy delphiniums to the humble cowslip and everything in between, Royal Blooms is bursting with colour – and history. The monarchy might be known for its material splendour, but as the 17th-century philosopher and abolitionist Ralph Waldo Emerson observed: ‘Flowers are a proud assertion that a ray of beauty outvalues all the utilities in the world.’ I’m sure even Henry VIII would agree.


Tracy Borman Chief Historian, Historic Royal Palaces










Introduction


The coronation of King Charles III in May 2023 had all the pomp and pageantry you could ask for: a gold coach, velvet robes and jewel-encrusted crowns, ceremonial trumpeters and the country’s most historic chair. But among it all was also a proliferation of plants. Trees guarded the entrance to Westminster Abbey, and from the high altar to the grave of the unknown warrior, the Abbey itself was bursting with home-grown flowers and foliage; plants formed the coronation emblem, adorned the invitations and embellished the Queen’s Robe of Estate, their presence everywhere proclaiming the new sovereign’s passion for Britain’s natural treasures. If Charles I was ‘the martyr king’ and Charles II ‘the merry monarch’, then Charles III was very clearly going to be our ‘green king’. More than one writer dubbed him ‘Hortulanus Rex’, and many declared him the most green-fingered monarch in our history.


Yet the truth is, plants have been special to many more sovereigns than Charles in the centuries past, and, in fact, have been closely entwined with the Crown for almost as long as our monarchy has existed – from great, tall oaks to tiny forget-me-nots, and from gnarled, old yews to fragrant herbs, Britain’s flora has always been a part of the royal story.


Plants have been silent witnesses to moments that have changed the course of history. They have helped royals to keep hold of the crown, saved them from harm and provided solace in times of crisis. As emblems and envoys, they have carried unspoken messages. They have been used for political ends, to celebrate and commemorate, and simply to show off. Plants that, to us, are purely decorative have been deployed (with varying success) to treat ailing monarchs, and have featured in the lavish dishes laid out on their groaning royal dinner tables.
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Flowers like violets have been royal emblems and envoys, used by Kings and Queens to celebrate, commemorate and show-off. ‘Viola odorata’ by Maggie Hatherley-Champ, 2013.
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King Charles and Queen Camilla return from Westminster Abbey in the Gold State Coach on the day of their coronation.





This book, illustrated with botanical drawings, portraits and photographs, many of which are from the archives of Historic Royal Palaces, sets out to tell some of those stories; to bring the part played in royal history by various plants and flowers from the shade of the garden into the splendour of the palace, and into the lives of the royals who inhabited those palaces.


It does not attempt to cover species or cultivation, for many words have been written on those subjects by many more knowledgeable minds. And it cannot claim to be anywhere near exhaustive, not least because plants are so often in the background, part of the everyday existence at court that those in centuries past never thought to record on paper. Portraits and possessions, letters, recipes and the like sometimes give us clues, but frustratingly little in the way of detail.


What this volume can do, by rolling back through the reigns and following Charles’ many predecessors up the garden path, is remind us that the royal passion for plants did not begin with our green king and undoubtedly will continue for many generations to come.
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Victoria, Albert and their family gather around a twinkling Christmas tree at Windsor Castle by J.L. Williams, 1848.










Abies


FIR


Every year, millions of Britons bring a real fir tree into their homes at Christmas time, and for that we have the royals to thank.





The tradition of decorating firs and other evergreens to mark the festive season is an old German one, dating back to at least the early 1600s. Contrary to popular opinion, it was not Prince Albert who first introduced his British relations to the custom, but his wife’s grandmother, Queen Charlotte – though that was a yew tree rather than a fir. The consort of King George III was born and raised in the small German duchy of Mecklenburg-Strelitz, and as a child had always decorated a single yew branch at Christmas, which her family gathered around to exchange gifts. She brought her family tradition with her to England on her marriage to George in 1761, and by 1800 was decorating entire trees at court, usually as the centrepiece for Christmas parties for children. One, a fir ‘about as high again as any of us, lighted all over’ and bedecked with ‘strings of almonds and raisins’ was, reported courtier Georgina Townshend, ‘heartily’ enjoyed by her young guests.


Though this tradition remained unfamiliar to the greater part of the British population, the wider Royal Family came to cherish trees as part of their yuletide festivities from then on. In the 1830s, Charlotte’s daughter-in-law Queen Adelaide set up enormous trees, groaning with gilded fruits and nuts, in the banqueting room at the Royal Pavilion in Brighton, where she and her husband King William IV often spent the festive season. And at her home in Kensington Palace, a young Princess Victoria had Christmas trees ‘hung with lights and sugar ornaments’ and placed on a round table, with her presents laid out invitingly underneath. She was only permitted to see them when her Mama rang a bell late in the afternoon on Christmas Eve, when, in line with German custom, the family exchanged their gifts (as the royals still do today).


With Albert, Victoria kept up the tradition at Windsor Castle, where they spent all twenty-one of their Christmases together. Amid its gilded splendour, they set up copious trees: one each, one for the children, one for the courtiers, and one for the servants, most on tables like Victoria’s early ones, though they were known to create a spectacle by replacing some of the castle’s chandeliers with trees hung from the ceiling too.


Specially imported from the Prince’s native Coburg, their fir trees – some ‘of immense size’ – were decorated with frosting to imitate fallen snow, as well as an abundance of candles, which were lit only on Christmas Eve. The royal children could be sent into ‘ecstasies’ at the very sight of them. For the Queen, their smell was the scent of ‘pleasant memories’.


Illustrations of the couple’s twinkling trees began to appear in the press from the 1840s onwards, and it was then that the Christmas tree really caught the imagination of the nation at large. Victoria and Albert helped the custom to take root by gifting trees from their estates to schools, hospitals and army barracks, a practice which continues in a similar form today. The King presents fir trees to churches including Westminster Abbey, St Paul’s Cathedral and Edinburgh’s Canongate Kirk, and also to schools in the Sandringham area, just as his mother always did.


Privately, however, the modern royals do Christmas rather less lavishly than Queen Victoria, who even as an ageing widow liked richly trimmed trees by the dozen dotted around Osborne House on the Isle of Wight. Trees remain an indispensable part of their festivities, of course, but at Sandringham there have usually been just two. One for the household and another for the family, the latter reportedly a magnificent 20-ft specimen, grown on the estate and placed in the White Drawing Room. The late Queen liked her youngest relatives to help finish decorating it.


In 2023, the King delivered his second Christmas Broadcast alongside a living tree, which was briefly uprooted and destined to be replanted in the New Year – his new and characteristically sustainable spin on this old and treasured royal tradition.
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A Christmas tree at St Paul’s Cathedral, London, 1953.
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King Charles delivered his Christmas message in front of a living tree in 2023.
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Each year, Christmas trees grown on the royal estates are presented to a number of churches around Britain.














[image: ]


A 19th-century illustration of the hollyhock flower by Walther Muller, 1887.










Alcea


HOLLYHOCK


Legend has it that this cottage garden favourite, the tall and jolly hollyhock, was introduced to England by an intrepid English Queen, Eleanor of Castile, on her return from a crusade in the Holy Land.





The truth of the tale is hard to verify. Spanish Princess Eleanor and the future King Edward I were wed as teenagers in 1254, a marriage of diplomatic convenience that, in their case, turned into a love match. When Edward departed on crusade sixteen years later, Eleanor certainly accompanied him to Palestine, where she gave birth for perhaps the eighth time. And hollyhocks, native to China but growing in the Middle East by then, are certainly believed to have arrived in England around the late 13th century – at the very least, long before their first mention in writing here in around 1440. The flower’s common name – a combination of the religious ‘holy’ with ‘hoc’, the Anglo-Saxon word for mallow, to which family it belongs – adds some credence to the theory that it arrived with returning crusaders, if not with Eleanor.


There’s no doubt, too, that the strong-willed and intelligent Queen was an interested and informed gardener, intent on creating oases of green wherever she was to reside. Gardens were conjured from scratch in anticipation of stays at Caernarfon and Rhuddlan castles in Wales. She supervised the replanting of the royal garden at Westminster with vines, roses and a herbarium, and lavished attention – and no doubt expense – on the garden of the manor she owned at Langley in Hertfordshire, where the gardeners she employed were brought over from her native Spain.


Whether Eleanor’s gardens had stately hollyhocks or not we can’t say for sure. If they were there, they probably belonged in her herb garden, because of their purported healing qualities; hollyhocks have long been considered anti-inflammatory.


What the Queen’s gardens definitely did have was quince trees. Pining for a taste of her Spanish home, she is said to have had them brought over to England specially to make mermelada, or quince jam. Records show four saplings being planted at the Tower of London in 1275, not long after her return from the crusade. They cost more than the one hundred cherry trees purchased at the same time, proving quinces – which are a bit like pears, only harder and far more bitter – to be a luxury that few but a medieval Queen could afford.
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Legend says that Eleanor saved Edward’s life on crusade by sucking the poison from a wound inflicted by an assassin. ‘Eleanor Sucking the Venom out of the Wound of her Husband King Edward I’ by Angelica Kauffman, c. 1780.
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Stone statues of Edward I and his Queen, Eleanor of Castile, on the exterior of Lincoln Cathedral. The first recorded mention of these statues is 1280.
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Illustration of a medieval garden: ‘The Prisoners Listening to Emily Singing in the Garden’ by Giovanni Boccaccio, 1340–41.
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A 19th-century illustration of a quince tree and fruit by Augusta Withers, 1857.
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