
A (very) brief history of Hampton Court Palace 
The story of Hampton Court Palace today is actually the story of two palaces: the 
Tudor palace, originally built for Cardinal Thomas Wolsey and later occupied by 
Henry VIII, and the baroque palace, built by Sir Christopher Wren for William III 
and Mary II. 

Early times

People have lived on this site for thousands of years; the land is very good for farming, 
and being so close to the river makes it easy for people to travel here from far away. 
Some of the first people to build here were the Knights Hospitallers of St John of 
Jerusalem (known since 1530 as the Knights of Malta), a crusading religious order, who 
used the site as a grange (a centre for their agricultural estate where food was kept). In 
fact, if you look closely at the paving stones in the courtyards today, some are marked 
with a Maltese cross as a reminder of who once owned this land.

In 1514, the Knights granted a 99-year lease on this land to the Archbishop of York, 
Thomas Wolsey, Henry VIII’s new chief minister. He then went about building a brand 
new royal palace in the latest European style. When Wolsey fell from power in 1529, the 
palace (and the lease) was taken over by Henry VIII, who spent over £62,000 rebuilding 
and extending Hampton Court Palace up to his death in 1547.

After Henry VIII

All three of Henry VIII’s children, Mary I, Elizabeth I and Edward VI, stayed regularly at 
Hampton Court during their reigns, but none of them made any significant changes to 
the palace; given the amounts of money their father had spent during his reign, none of 
them could afford to!

Perhaps this wasn’t such a bad thing; the palace’s association with Henry VIII was so 
strong in everyone’s minds, even so soon after his death, that holding court here could 
only serve to reinforce the legitimacy of the later Tudors’ claims to the throne.

The Stuarts

The Stuart monarchs, James I and his son Charles I used the Tudor palace for 
entertaining and large-scale events much as their predecessors had done. In 1604, 
James I held a conference here to determine the future of the Church of England, one 
of the results of which was the creation of the King James Bible.

During the Commonwealth, Hampton Court Palace became the country house of the 
newly-installed Lord Protector, Oliver Cromwell, whose daughters were married here in 
the Chapel Royal. After the Restoration, Charles II used Hampton Court for meetings, 
but preferred life at Windsor Castle.



William and Mary

After their accession in 1689, William III and Mary II commissioned Sir Christopher 
Wren to rebuild Hampton Court Palace. Although traditionally Whitehall Palace was 
the monarch’s main home at this time, neither the King nor Queen liked it very much. 
Hampton Court’s riverside location, with its large parks filled with deer for hunting, 
made it a very attractive alternative. The old Tudor buildings, however, were not 
considered suitable.

Wren’s original plan was to knock down the entire Tudor palace except the Great 
Hall, which was to become the centrepiece of a new, Versailles-inspired design. 
However, there was neither the time nor the money to do this, even after fire 
destroyed Whitehall Palace in 1698, and in the end only the East and South fronts 
were completed. By the time William died in 1702, he had spent £131,000 (about £9.5 
million today) on the palace.

Georgian kings

George I (1714-1727) was a shy king who didn’t really enjoy grand ceremonial 
occasions. His son, on the other hand, loved the rich trappings and displays of 
magnificence that had always been an essential part of life at court. Both before and 
after he came to the throne, George II and his wife, Queen Caroline, spent a great 
deal of time at Hampton Court. The Queen’s State Apartments were refurnished for 
Caroline and in 1732, a brand new suite of rooms (now called the Cumberland Suite) 
were built here for their second son, the Duke of Cumberland. Just a few years later 
however, in 1737, the full royal court came to stay at Hampton Court Palace for what 
proved to be the final time. The Prince of Wales, soon to be George III, preferred 
Windsor Castle to Hampton Court. Never again was the palace a royal home.

Grace and Favour

As soon as George III had decided not to live here himself, the palace was swiftly 
divided into ‘Grace and Favour ‘apartments. These were given either to members of 
the royal family or to those who had given great service to Crown or country. They 
were allowed to live, free of charge, ‘by the Grace and Favour of the sovereign’. During 
the 19th century, as interest in England’s Tudor past increased, the remaining parts of 
the Tudor palace were slowly restored.

Between 1838, when Queen Victoria opened the palace, and 1851, this restoration 
work cost almost £7,000 each year – a huge sum. Remarkably, Hampton Court Palace 
remained untouched by the events of the two great wars and has continued to be 
open to the public ever since. Today, it is managed by Historic Royal Palaces; an 
independent charity.
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