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Thank so much for coming today. Everyone here has supported the restoration of 

the Great Pagoda. This is either through contributing a particular skill or 

expertise, through your generosity, or being one of my wonderful colleagues from 

Historic Royal Palaces, so many of whom have supported the project for many 

years now. I am a Londoner but like the Pagoda, I am of both Chinese and 

Western descent. As a child I used to visit Kew with my grandmother, an Irish 

woman, and my Grandfather, a Chinese man from Singapore. Rather 

embarrassingly, my grandmother used to carry a plastic bag and pair of 

secateurs to take cuttings of the plants for her garden. My grandfather, who was 

a very elegant and proper gentleman, was so embarrassed that we tried to go 

into the Pagoda to hide and disassociate ourselves from her. However, it was 

always closed and we had nowhere to go where we could hide our shame.  It’s 

because of you all today that many children and their grandfathers now have 

somewhere to run away to when their grandmother starts brandishing their 

secateurs. 

 

The architect, William Chambers, designed the Great Pagoda to sit within the 

gardens shrouded by trees. The Pagoda was to be enjoyed from a great distance. 

However, shrubbery and trees hide it away from view when close. The idea was 

that those walking in the gardens would happen upon the Pagoda by accident, 



providing a delightful surprise. It’s wonderful that the horticultural team at the 

Royal Botanic Gardens, Kew, have managed to preserve this hidden aspect to 

the Pagoda with skillful gardening. It’s amazing how often when walking you 

can lose sight of the Pagoda.  

 

Similarly, when we embarked upon this project we thought we knew most of 

what could be known about the Pagoda. It’s a famous building. However, we 

realized that little scholarly attention had been paid to it. Although lots of people 

had written about it, it was hidden from our understanding. But much to our 

delight and surprise, through our research, the Pagoda has revealed itself to us. 

The research hasn’t been easy. To restore the building we have used advanced 

engineering technologies, employed artists and craftsmen, consulted hundreds of 

bills, inventories, diaries, military scientific reports and read some truly awful 

poetry. Here are some things we found out. 

 

1) Personally, I was most thrilled to find out what on earth the building was 

used for during the second world war. No less than three curatorial 

assistants were sent to the archive to try and find out, to no avail. With 

some arrogance, I went myself, thinking that it should actually be rather 

easy. But I ended up spending three days at the National Archives, only to 

come away empty handed. Feeling despondent, I consoled myself by 

reading the biography of the comedian Jeremy Hardy. Early on in his book 

he mentioned that his father worked in Kew Gardens during the war. I 

was thrilled: here was the lead I needed.  Kindly, Rupert Gavin was able 



to put me in touch with Jeremy and his family who told me that his father 

was apprenticed to the Royal Aircraft Establishment and, as a young boy, 

helped scientists to develop smoke screens. I had a clue and after a few 

hours in the archive I found the file. The Pagoda was used to test, in 

secret, the chemical mixture that created enormous walls of smoke. These 

were sprayed from aircraft which were used to obscure ships and troops 

during the Normandy landings of 1944. Further research into the D-Day 

landings showed that the smoke curtains developed at the Pagoda were 

used to great effect protecting allied troops and enabling the liberation of 

France from the Nazis.  There’s poignancy to the fact that, with the help of 

a comedian, I could uncover such a serious history.  

 

2) We are now able to say conclusively that the Dragons existed. The Pagoda 

is a building that every architectural historian has an opinion about and 

both Lee and I were told by eminent historians on numerous occasions 

that the dragons did not exist, they were a myth and that we were wasting 

our time putting them back.  In 2014 we erected a scaffold to do some 

preliminary investigations into the roof structure of the Pagoda. Lee 

spotted brackets which could only be used for fixing dragons. Two years 

later the first written proof was found. My Colleague, Alden Gregory, 

returned to the archive and decided to take a second look at some well-

known bills that concerned the gardens of Kew. He cleverly turned to the 

very last pages of the volume, which were stiff and clearly hadn’t been 

looked at for years. At the back were 4 pages of writing entitled “Pagoda 



Extra 1784”. This was a complete schedule of all of the work undertaken 

at the Pagoda in 1784 which William Chambers had also supervised.  

 

One item read, “£6, 13 shillings and 10 ½ pence for Making Wrenches and 

tools for taking down Iron plating, and the Dragons from the Roofs of the 

Pagoda, making Irons for Hip Rolls” which is pretty conclusive proof that 

the dragons exist.  

 

The same bill outlined every single colour used for the building in 1784. This 

huge series of repairs was probably undertaken because of damage done to the 

Pagoda as a result of extreme weather but it’s also the same year as an official 

visit from the Duke and Duchess of Milan. We commissioned paint research on 

every level of the building, and it showed that every single colour mentioned in 

the bill could be found on the Pagoda. Indeed, we even found venetian red paint 

on the Pagoda’s copper roof, which had preserved it perfectly. This was backed 

up by another chance find. A letter from William Chambers dating to 1784, 

justifying the £93 he spent on the copper roof. He wrote: “For though it be 

considerably dearer than any other method, it will be attended with no material 

future expense” 

 

What you see today, as the result of all of our work and research, is a fully 

conserved 1784 building with the 1762 dragons restored. 

 



Historic Royal Palaces could have taken a purist attitude and just presented a 

1784 scheme. However, it was important to demonstrate the architect’s original 

intent. He was the first Western architect to go to China and he was utterly 

beguiled by the buildings he saw. He snuck out of the western compounds of the 

trading port, then known as Canton, into the landscape, just to study and to 

draw the buildings he saw there. Ever since his visits to Canton it had been a 

dream of his to become an architect and to bring a Chinese Pagoda to an English 

garden. For William Chambers, Dragons were a defining feature to all Pagodas.  

He wrote that Pagodas were “a structure peculiar to the Chinese, with roof 

angles enriched with ornaments of sculpture representing dragons”. It was 

therefore essential to us also to bring back the dragons.  

 

What we have achieved through our research and with the support of everyone 

here is a building as close to the architect’s original intent as we could make it. 

It’s a strange yet beautiful building, a great novelty hidden in plain sight in the 

Royal Gardens of Kew.  

 

 

.  


