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‘The best biography I’ve come across for ages. Tomalin’s description of Pepys’s early life is the best there is’ Colin Barrow,  Evening Standard

‘A convincing and memorable picture of Pepys’s world; this is the best of introductions to the incomparable diary’ Miranda Seymour,  Sunday Times

‘An unrivalled analysis of a marriage is distinguished above all by her wisdom, compassion and humanity’ Frank McLynn,  Independent

‘A model of industry and research, beautifully written’ Anthony Howard,  New Statesman

‘A happily illustrated, well-written, exhaustively researched and splendidly produced book. I enjoyed it greatly’ Colin Dexter,  Oldie

‘Takes the laurels for biography this year. Tomalin give a gripping account of non-diary Pepys. A thoughtful and eloquent study’ Claire Harman,  Evening Standard

‘Marvellous. Reveals the diarist and civil servant as never before’ Charles Guthrie,  Sunday Telegraph
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The whole book, if you will but look at it in that way, is seen to be a work of art to Pepys’s own address. Here, then, we have the key to that remarkable attitude preserved by him throughout his diary, to that unflinching – I had almost said, that unintelligent – sincerity which makes it a miracle among human books… Whether he did ill or well, he was still his own unequalled self; still that entrancing ego of whom alone he cared to write.

– Robert Louis Stevenson, ‘Samuel Pepys’

Un livre est le produit d’un autre moi que celui que nous manifestons dans nos habitudes, dans la société, dans nos vices.

– Marcel Proust, Contre Sainte-Beuve

 [There is] in every one, two men, the wise and the foolish, and… each of them must be allowed his turn. If you would have the wise, the grave, the serious, always to rule and have sway, the fool would grow so peevish and troublesome, that he would put the wise man out of order, and make him fit for nothing: he must have his times of being let loose to follow his fancies, and play his gambols, if you would have your business go on smoothly.

– Anthony Ashley Cooper, Lord Shaftesbury, to John Locke
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List of Principal Figures
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Sir William Buck, baronet, Lincolnshire landowner, husband of Frances Skinner, Mary’s sister.

Buckingham, duke of, see George Villiers.

Josiah Burchett, clerk to SP, sacked by him but later secretary to the Admiralty.

Sir George Carteret, royalist, treasurer of the navy from 1660 and as such SP’s boss. Married his son Philip to Jemima Montagu.

Castlemaine, countess of, see Barbara Villiers.

Catherine of Braganza, Portuguese princess, Charles II’s queen.

Charles II: SP took a detached and mostly unfavourable view of him while appreciating that his own career depended on pleasing him, and enjoying the effects of his patronage of theatre, music and painting.

Dr Arthur Charlett, master of University College, Oxford, friend and correspondent of SP in later years.

Clarendon, first earl of, see Edward Hyde.

Clarendon, second earl of, see Henry Hyde.

John Closterman, German portrait painter settled in England, painted SP in old age.

Captain George Cocke, merchant, drinking companion of SP and his associate during episode of prize goods.

Sir Robert Coke, son of Chief Justice Edward Coke who employed John Pepys of Ashtead; Sir Robert and his wife, Lady Theophila (née Berkeley), entertained SP as a child at their house in Surrey, Durdans.

Anthony Ashley Cooper, later first earl of Shaftesbury, served Cromwell, made peace with Charles II and was given office and title by him. Known to SP through Montagu and the Tangier Committee. Sought to exclude duke of York from succession to throne, attacked SP as duke of York’s man and accused him of Catholicism, leading to SP’s imprisonment during Popish Plot.

William Coventry, later Sir William, royalist, statesman, secretary to duke of York and admired friend to SP at Navy Board; left royal service disillusioned in 1667 but continued to serve in parliament.

John Creed, puritan, contemporary and rival of SP, at first in service of Montagu; married Montagu’s niece Elizabeth Pickering.

John Crew, father of Jemima and father-in-law of Edward Montagu, moderate parliamentarian, created Baron Crew 1661; friendly and hospitable to SP.

Samuel Cromleholme, surmaster of St Paul’s School during SP’s schooldays, book collector, his library destroyed in the fire.

Richard Cromwell, son of Oliver, succeeded him briefly as protector.

Oliver Cromwell, general, statesman, lord protector; neighbour and friend of Edward Montagu.

Richard Cumberland, like SP a Salisbury Court tailor’s son, went to St Paul’s and Magdalene; friend of SP, scholar, became bishop of Peterborough.
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George Downing, later Sir George, SP’s first official employer, at the Exchequer; rose to high office under Cromwell, changed sides adroitly and rose again under Charles II. Downing Street is named for the house he built for himself on land given him by the king.

John Dryden, poet and dramatist, known to SP from Cambridge; friendship revived in the 1690s.

Tom Edwards, chorister at the Chapel Royal, joined Pepys household when his voice broke, making music, working in the house and at the Navy Office. Married Jane Birch, SP godfather to their son.

John Evelyn, gentleman-scholar of many talents, gardener, writer, planner, health administrator, diarist, became SP’s greatly loved friend and correspondent in later life.

Captain Robert Ferrer, Montagu’s cornet, then his master of horse; dashing, drinker and gambler, friendly to SP, dangerous to EP.

Dr Thomas Gale, cousin by marriage (see Cambridge Pepyses), valued friend and correspondent of SP in later life; scholar, high master of St Paul’s School, dean of York.

Sir Denis Gauden, victualler to navy under the commonwealth and after the Restoration, working closely with SP. Owner of fine country house in Clapham acquired by Will Hewer when Gauden was bankrupted.

Richard Gibson, chief clerk and friend to SP. Served in commonwealth navy from age of thirteen and had low opinion of ‘gentlemen’ officers of the Restoration. Advised SP and wrote many papers on naval questions.

Nell Gwyn, actress who delighted SP; he did favours for her after the death of Charles II.

James Harrington, met by SP at the Rota Club; author of Oceana, programme for republican reform of England; imprisoned 1660, never recovered.

Samuel Hartlib, Prussian exile, friend of Milton and Petty, neighbour of SP in Axe Yard; his son Samuel, a government clerk, one of SP’s early circle.

John Hayls, portrait painter patronized by SP.

Thomas Hayter, navy clerk under the commonwealth, employed by SP in 1660; Nonconformist, defended by SP when attacked; succeeded SP as clerk of the acts in 1673.

Arthur Herbert, later earl of Torrington, admiral detested by SP; went over to William of Orange in 1688 and in charge of the invasion fleet.

William Hewer, puritan lad, son of a stationer and nephew of Robert Black-borne, became SP’s clerk in 1660 and developed into his closest associate and friend, becoming extremely rich.

Dr George Hickes, Anglo-Saxon scholar and dean of Worcester, friend of SP; after 1688 a nonjuror (i.e., refused oath of allegiance to William III). Obliged to live in hiding; visited James II secretly in France; attended SP on his deathbed and conducted his funeral.

Thomas Hill, musical friend of SP, son of commonwealth civil servant and brother of Abraham, founding member of the Royal Society, also known to SP. Employed by the Houblons as a merchant in Lisbon, where he found Cesare Morelli for SP.

Richard and James Hoare, founders of the bank where SP had an account.

Thomas Hollier, surgeon who operated on SP to remove the stone from his bladder.

Robert Hooke, outstanding scientist, architect and secretary of the Royal Society; admired by SP. Kept diary. Possibly designed the building at Magdalene College, Cambridge, in which SP’s Diary is housed.

Houblon family, French Protestant merchants who settled in London at end of the sixteenth century and became exceedingly rich. SP’s particular friends were James, knighted in 1691, and his wife, Sarah. He and two of his brothers were directors of the Bank of England; another was director of the East India Company.

John and Elizabeth Hunt, neighbours in Axe Yard, he in the Excise Office, she connected to the Cromwells; friends during the Diary period.

Anne Hyde, first wife of James, duke of York, and mother of the future queens Mary and Anne; daughter of Edward Hyde.

Edward Hyde, first earl of Clarendon, chief adviser to Charles II before the Restoration and his chancellor afterwards; sacked and exiled by him after the Dutch attack on the Medway. Known to SP and liked by him.

Henry Hyde, second earl of Clarendon, son of the above, close friend of SP in later life.

John Jackson, SP’s younger nephew who became his protégé; sent to Cambridge and on Grand Tour. SP’s principal heir.

Samuel Jackson, SP’s elder nephew.

James, duke of York, later King James II, lord high admiral in 1660. He and SP had a common interest in the navy that led to a close relationship, strengthened by attacks made on both by political opponents. James did his best for SP, and SP maintained a stubborn loyalty to him.

John James, butler to SP, dismissed by him; gave false evidence against him during Popish Plot, which he withdrew on his deathbed.

Sir John Kempthorne, formidable Devon-born sea commander, fought Algerian pirates in the Mediterranean; became commissioner for Portsmouth and had many dealings with SP and with Will Hewer.

Thomas Killigrew, dramatist, theatre manager, courtier; discussed theatre history with SP.

Colonel Percy Kirke, commander-in-chief of Tangier garrison, disliked by SP, promoted by William III.

Joshua Kirton, bookseller to SP, ruined in the fire.

Sir Godfrey Kneller, court painter well known to SP, produced portraits of and for him.

Elizabeth Knipp, actress, married to a horse dealer; admired by SP and intimate with him.

Betty Lane, later Martin, Nottingham girl who kept a linen stall in Westminster Hall and maintained a casual affair with SP. Her sister Doll provided back-up services.

John Langley, high master of St Paul’s School during SP’s years there: strongly puritan and parliamentarian.

George Legge, first Baron Dartmouth, led expedition to Tangier in which SP took part; as commander-in-chief of the navy failed to prevent the landing of William of Orange in 1688.

Sir Peter Lely, Dutch painter in England from 1641, painted Cromwell, became favourite court painter of Charles II. Visited and admired by SP.

Paul Lonain, French Protestant clerk to SP, worked on cataloguing library; ordained and became chaplain at Newgate Prison.

Peter Luellin, early ‘clubbing’ friend of SP, died of plague.

John Matthews, Huntingdon schoolmaster and distant cousin of SP, cared for and educated his sister’s sons, Sam and John Jackson.

Sir John Mennes, old fighting royalist and poet, comptroller of navy from 1661 until his death ten years later. SP despaired of his incompetence but enjoyed his wit.

Mary Mercer, companion to ΕΡ for two years, much liked by SP, remained family friend.

Betty Michell, daughter of Westminster Hall stallholders, wife of spirit-seller; hotly pursued by SP.

Daniel Mills, rector of St Olave’s, Hart Street, where SP and other members of the Navy Office worshipped; not much liked by SP but attended EP on her deathbed and provided certificate of regular attendance for SP when he was accused of Catholicism.

John Milton, poet; like SP, St Paul’s and Cambridge educated; commonwealth official and apologist for the execution of Charles I; Ufe spared in 1660 but regarded as a ‘diabolical rebel’ thereafter. Mary Skinner’s brother Daniel worked as his amanuensis.

George Monck, duke of Albemarle, having served Charles I and then Cromwell, became chiefly responsible for the Restoration. SP disliked him, and he was critical of the Navy Office.

Edward Montagu, later earl of Sandwich; son of Sir Sidney Montagu and his wife Paulina, née Pepys, sister to Talbot Pepys and great-aunt to SP; the crucial figure in SP’s life, his benefactor and patron. Montagu broke with his royalist father to support Cromwell, whom he served as colonel, general-at-sea and holder of many offices of state and a peerage. Disillusioned by the anarchy following the death of Cromwell, he helped to bring about the Restoration and was created first earl of Sandwich by Charles II.

Montagu’s wife Jemima was born into the parliamentary and puritan family of the Crews; she was always ‘My Lady’ to SP, who loved and respected her. Their ten children, all known to SP, were Jemima (Jem), Edward (Ned), Paulina, Sidney, Anne, the twins Oliver and John, Charles, Catherine and James – the names of the last five neatly illustrate Montagu’s changing politics.

Lady Mordaunt (Betty), young and pretty rich and good-natured’, family connection, close to SP during the 1670s; also her sister Mrs Steward.

Cesare Morelli, musician and linguist, Italian Catholic employed by SP as his household musician.

Samuel Morland, later Sir Samuel, SP’s tutor at Cambridge, envoy and intelligence expert during the commonwealth, went over to Charles before the Restoration. Mathematician and inventor of water engines and pumps; remained poor and SP had a low opinion of him.

Sir Christopher Myngs, naval commander of modest background, hostile to Sandwich, killed in action, his funeral attended by SP.

Isaac Newton, later Sir Isaac, the great scientist in many fields including optics and gravitation, author of Principia Mathematica published by the Royal Society when SP was president. SP consulted him about the appointment of a mathematics master at Christ’s Hospital.

Samuel Newton, mathematics master at Christ’s Hospital recommended by Isaac Newton (no relation); complained to SP of the system of sending boys to sea too young.

Titus Oates, squalid but effective villain responsible for the Popish Plot; used by Shaftesbury for his own political ends.

James Pearse, naval surgeon whose career started under Montagu during the commonwealth. After 1660 employed at court and SP’s chief source of gossip. He and wife Elizabeth were close friends of SP.

Sir William Penn, SP’s bête noire, another West Country sea captain trained by Sir William Batten, served in Cromwell’s Dutch war, but made peace with Charles II and was appointed to the Navy Board in 1660. Father of William Penn the younger, a Quaker and the founder of Pennsylvania: he became SP’s friend under James II, who took up Penn for his own political purposes.

John Pepys, SP’s father. London tailor living and working in Salisbury Court off Fleet Street, married Margaret Kite; of their eleven children four survived into adult life, the eldest of whom was SP. The other three were Tom, unenthusiastic and unsuccessful tailor, John, who followed SP to St Paul’s and Cambridge, and Paulina – Pall – disliked by SP, who married John Jackson, a farmer, and had two sons who survived into adult life.

John Pepys of Ashtead and Salisbury Court, third cousin once removed of SP’s father, made his fortune working for the great jurist Edward Coke; a friend to the boy SP. His daughter Jane also a good friend to SP, married lawyer John Turner and was the mother of ‘The’ (Theophila).

Richard Pepys, first cousin of SP’s father, lord chief justice of Ireland under Cromwell and the father of ‘cousin Richard’ whom SP met in 1660 after a fourteen-year-absence in America.

Robert Pepys, elder brother of SP’s father, bailiff on the Hinchingbrooke estate in Huntingdonshire and owner of a house still standing at Brampton.

Four generations of Cambridge Pepyses: Talbot, lawyer and MP, great-uncle to SP; his son Roger, also lawyer and friend of SP; Roger’s daughter Barbara (‘Babs’) who married Dr Thomas Gale, scholar and high master of St Paul’s and close friend of SP in later life; among their sons, Roger and Samuel (SP’s godson) became antiquarians.

Pett family, leading shipbuilders over several generations. SP knew best Peter Pett, who built ships for the commonwealth and Charles II, and was made the scapegoat when the Dutch launched their attack on the Medway. He retired to his Chatham villa that, said Evelyn, resembled ‘some villa about Rome’.

Sir William Petty, physician, economist, statistician, social theorist, founding member of the Royal Society; a great man and greatly admired by SP.

Sir Gilbert Pickering, Northamptonshire landowner, husband of Edward Montagu’s sister Elizabeth, chamberlain to Cromwell, pardoned at the Restoration through the intervention of Montagu; cousin of Dryden; daughter Elizabeth married John Creed.

Thomas Povey, son of an Exchequer official, rich and hospitable, promoter of trading and colonial ventures under the commonwealth; at the Restoration treasurer to the duke of York’s household. Known to SP through the Tangier Committee.

Dr John Radcliffe, physician to SP and Mary Skinner in later years.

Prince Rupert, cousin of Charles II, brave and effective soldier and sea commander. Regarded with hostility by SP, especially when accused by Rupert and Albemarle of inefficiency in supplying the fleet during the Dutch war. Rupert opposed SP’s reform obliging naval lieutenants to sit an examination.

Balthasar de St Michel, brother of Elizabeth, perpetually dependent on SP’s patronage and charity; twice married, his first wife, Esther, dying from the birth of their eighth child.

Elizabeth de St Michel, daughter of a French father and an English mother; partly educated in Paris; married SP at fourteen.

Sandwich, earl of, see Edward Montagu.

John Scott, colonel, confidence man working schemes in America, England and on the Continent. Claimed to own a castle called Mornamont. Paid by Buckingham to trap SP with false accusations of treason.

Sir Charles Sedley, poet and playwright whose wit SP admired and envied; reputedly the lover of Mrs Knipp.

Thomas Shadwell, playwright, friend of SP, Sedley and Dryden. SP was godfather to his son John, who became a physician and attended SP in his last illness.

Shaftesbury, earl of, see Anthony Ashley Cooper.

Henry Sheeres, later Sir Henry, engineer who worked on the Tangier ‘mole’, and for whom EP had a soft spot; became lifelong friend of SP; a Jacobite.

Richard Sherwyn, commonwealth official who signed SP’s civil marriage certificate. SP observed him reduced to clerking after the Restoration.

Mary Skinner, daughter of City merchant but brought up by her aunt Dame Elizabeth Boteler in Hatfield; became SP’s mistress after the death of ΕΡ and remained with him until the end of his life, accepted by his friends and her family as his consort.

Skinner family. Daniel Skinner, City merchant and his wife Frances (née Corbet) attended the same church as SP; among his children, Daniel, amanuensis to Milton, sought SP’s help in his career; other sons including Peter and Corbet did likewise; for daughter Mary, see above.

Hans Sloane, later Sir Hans, physician who attended SP and performed the autopsy on him.

Dr Thomas Smith, keeper of the Cotton Library, nonjuror, Jacobite sympathizer; friend and correspondent of SP in old age.

Southampton, earl of, see Thomas Wriothesley.

Sir Robert Southwell, MP, diplomat, president of the Royal Society, friend and correspondent of SP.

Frances Stuart, duchess of Richmond, court beauty admired by SP.

Will Symons, government clerk and early ‘clubbing’ friend of SP.

Frances Tooker, probably daughter or niece of John Tooker, who was appointed shipping agent by SP: ‘a pretty child’, sexually abused by SP with the connivance of her mother.

Torrington, earl of, see Arthur Herbert.

John Turner, Yorkshire lawyer husband of SP’s friendly cousin Jane.

Antonio Verrio, Italian painter popular in England and employed by SP to paint a mural for Christ’s Hospital, in which SP figures among the benefactors.

Barbara Villiers, countess of Castlemaine, later duchess of Cleveland, principal mistress of Charles II for many years, admired by SP for her beauty and her reputation for erotic tricks.

George Villiers, second duke of Buckingham, son of the favourite of Charles I and brought up with the future Charles II; rich, brilliant, handsome, irresponsible and vile. While associate of Shaftesbury became paymaster of John Scott, who falsely accused SP of treason.

Vines family, living in New Palace Yard, father Christopher worked for the Exchequer, sons George and Dick drank, played cards and made music with the young SP.

Dr John Wallis, mathematician and member of the Royal Society whose portrait SP commissioned from Kneller for the University of Oxford.

Humfrey Wanley, brilliant young palaeographer befriended by SP in old age.

Sir William Wanen, rich Nonconformist timber merchant who successfully wooed SP for contracts, acquiring a virtual monopoly; later suffered severe losses through fires at his yards.

Jane Welsh, worked for SP’s wig-maker and briefly took SP’s fancy.

Bulstrode Whitelocke, lawyer and diplomat, prominent in Cromwell’s service; purchased pardon from king; diarist.

Bishop John Wilkins, inventor, secretary of the Royal Society, interested in universal language, foretold space travel, admired by SP.

Deborah Willet, EP’s maid/companion with whom SP fell in love.

Sir Joseph Williamson, SP’s contemporary and acquaintance with a similar but more successful career curve: scholarships, public service, MP, court favour, president of the Royal Society, late, grand marriage, weathered 1688 revolution, served William III as zealously as he had his predecessors.

Thomas Wriothesley, fourth earl of Southampton, lord treasurer, son of Shakespeare’s patron, known to SP through the Navy Board and the Tangier Committee.

York, duke of, see James, duke of York.


Prologue

At seven o’clock on a January morning, as the sky over London was growing light, a row broke out in a bedroom between a husband and wife. They had been to the theatre the night before, and afterwards had to wait nearly an hour for a cab. When they finally reached home, rather than going to bed, he insisted on returning to his office – it was across the yard – to finish some work. So although he was usually the first awake and out of bed on a weekday, on this particular day he was sleeping in; or at least he was hoping to. Instead he was woken by an angry and tearful wife.

Still lying in bed and only half awake, he began to take in what she was saying. At first it was a complicated complaint about a maid they had recently dismissed who was spreading stories, accusing her of giving away his money to her family. He had no intention of arguing about this and tactfully calmed her until they seemed to be friends again; but at that point her real grievance appeared, and turned out to be something different and worse. What was really upsetting her, she said, was that she was lonely. She suffered so much from loneliness that she had written him a letter expressing her unhappiness, she reminded him, and handed it to him two months ago. But he had refused to read it and burnt it without even glancing at her carefully chosen words.1

Now she told him she had kept a copy – it was something she must have learnt from his meticulous office habits – and she called their maid Jane into the bedroom, gave her the keys of her trunk and told her to fetch the bundle of papers she kept locked inside. Jane, who knew both of them well and had witnessed many scenes, brought the papers and discreetly left the room again. Elizabeth Pepys began to read the letter aloud to her husband. The scene is played out in front of us on the page of his Diary: it is Friday, 9 January 1663.

His wife’s letter impressed Pepys so much that he began to worry about its falling into anyone else’s hands. It was ‘picquant, and wrote in English and most of it true’ – he specified English because French came as naturally to her – and it would reflect badly on him. He asked her to tear it up, and when she did not respond he ordered her to do so. She refused. He snatched it from her along with the whole bundle of her private papers; then he got out of bed in his nightshirt and stuffed them all into the large pockets of his breeches, which were lying by the bed. He had to struggle into the breeches and put on his stockings and gown, defending himself from her attempts to retrieve her property. When he was half dressed, he started pulling the papers out again one by one and tearing them up, while she cried and begged to have them back. By now she was more distressed than she had been at the start of their talk, and he was in a rage. He let his anger flare up so fiercely that when he came to his own love letters he began to tear them up too. Then he tore the copy of the will he had written and given her, in which he had left her all he had.

Yet all the time a corner of himself was calm enough to notice and set aside certain papers. There was a bond and their marriage licence: money and the law must be respected. He also spared the first letter he had ever sent her; and, when he felt he had gone far enough to make his point, he took all the papers, the ones he had torn and the ones he had spared, into his own room and considered whether he should burn them. He put aside the pieces of his will and of her letter to him that had started the trouble, and all the papers he had left intact. Everything else went on the fire. After that he finished dressing and departed for the office, ‘troubled in mind’.

We know all this because he described it himself. In writing it down, he detached himself from the self who acted out the scene. He watched himself just as he watched Elizabeth, or Jane; just as he had watched the players and the audience in the theatre the night before. His conflicting emotions – indignation and anger, pity for her and acknowledgement that she was justified in what she had done – make this as absorbing as a scene in a play or novel. It is life, but as he writes it down it becomes art; and it is the art of a diarist of genius, one who does not choose to give himself the beau rôle. Later in his career Pepys sometimes stood greatly on his dignity, but here in the pages of his own Diary he assumes none of the gravitas we should all like to claim for ourselves in a bedroom row. He struggles into his breeches, he behaves unjustly and cruelly, he offers no justification of any kind for his behaviour except his anger and fear of being blamed. This is what he had seen and what he had felt, transmuted into words.

The quarrel was made up in the evening, but the morning scene was a painful landmark in the marriage. To both husband and wife the written word was of great importance. Both were readers, and destruction of the written evidence of their love and its history was a symbolic act. The marriage, which had never been calm, became increasingly stormy after this. In the long run even the torn pieces of Elizabeth’s letter failed to survive, and not a single line of her writing has reached us among all the masses of papers he preserved. His heirs, rather than Pepys himself, may have been responsible for this; and, in any case, if he himself controlled the record by destroying her complaint and leaving only his version, it is also true that his version was one she would probably have accepted as accurate and fair.

Other diaries of the seventeenth century were devoted to the spiritual life, to politics or to accounts of travel and sightseeing, and even those that do give some details of domestic life are discreet about marital disagreements. It would not be too surprising to find that Pepys, as a busy government administrator, kept notes about his work and contacts, even his reading and theatregoing. What is extraordinary is that he went into areas no one else considered recording, looked at himself with as much curiosity as he looked at the exterior world, weighing himself and the world equally in the balance. Sometimes he divided himself as he wrote to report on his own condition: ‘a great joy it is to me to see myself in a good disposition to business’, he remarked on the first day of March 1666, having found himself guilty of backsliding with a woman on the last day of February. The shamelessness of his self-observation deserves to be called scientific. Just about every aspect of his behaviour is set out, from his working practices and his professional and moral struggles to his bowel movements and ejaculations. He knows how to shape his material, where to linger, where to give a piece of direct speech, where to hurry on. He is also singular in having the steady application needed to write regularly and at the same time a romantic and tempestuous nature that made almost every day an adventure of the spirit and the senses. It took the eye and application of a scientist and the pen of an artist to catch for ever in his tidy shorthand that cold midwinter morning in the bedroom in Seething Lane, in the heart of the City.

And much more. The Diary is best known for his reporting of the national disasters that struck England while he was keeping it: the great plague of 1665, the great fire of London in 1666, the Dutch attack on the Medway in 1667. The record of these and other public events is used by historians and read with enjoyment by schoolchildren, because his reporter’s eye was as keenly trained on them as it was on his private experience. What he was doing in such reporting was more significant than may appear at first glance, because the censorship imposed by the government of Charles II ensured that there were no newspapers at this period except for a single government-controlled information sheet, the London Gazette. It meant that no proper record of public events was being kept, and even parliamentary debates were not allowed to be reported. Pepys was performing a unique public function. He had grown up in the 1640s and 1650s when there was no censorship, and pamphlets and papers appeared at a great rate, sometimes as many as three a day, making a better-informed public than there had ever been. He was formed by that culture, with its faith in the power of the written word. He lived with it as a schoolboy at St Paul’s and as a student at Cambridge, and saw it hailed as a sign of national strength by his predecessor at St Paul’s and Cambridge, John Milton. It was after Cromwell imposed censorship again in 1655 that Pepys began to compose private newsletters for his patron and cousin, Edward Montagu, keeping him abreast of what was going on in London. The few of those letters to survive give all the evidence one could want of his abilities as a journalist. It was a natural step to proceed from composing newsletters to making his own record of events. The Diary gives both a cool critique of Charles II’s performance in the House of Commons and a panoramic account of London and its people – in political turmoil, at work and at play, in celebration and at war, and enduring disease, death and destruction.

As well as being a diarist, Pepys is regarded as one of the most important naval administrators in England’s history. He rose to a position of eminence and power and was proud of his work in organizing, disciplining and developing the navy, and in insisting that shipbuilding must be properly funded. Those who most admire the administrator are sometimes ambivalent about the Diary. The great Pepys scholar J. R. Tanner wrote that ‘At certain points in the Diary we can see the great official maturing, but in the main the intimate self-revelation of a human being seems far removed from official life. It is the combination of qualities that is so astounding, and those who regard Pepys only as “the most amusing and capable of our seventeenth-century diarists” – a mere literary performer making sport for us – do little justice to a great career.’2 Tanner was careful not to endorse the idea that Pepys is ‘a mere literary performer’, but he did describe the Diary as ‘an indiscretion of his youth’, and underlying his remarks was a preference for dwelling on the ‘great career’ and an assumption – which others have shared – that official life and intimate experience are indeed far removed from one another.

The truth is that the Diary demonstrates precisely how close and interdependent they are. Both the account of his working life and the great set-pieces of reporting insist on telling us this truth. Pepys lets us know that each of us inhabits a perpetually fluctuating environment, and that we are changed, moved and sometimes controlled by our inner tides and weather fronts even when we are most engaged in official functions. Committee meetings, office life and relations with colleagues are laid out in all their bristling competitiveness, jealousies, fears, pomposities, backbiting and disappointments. It makes high entertainment, and at the same time provides real insight into how administrative procedures work, good enough to be applied to today as well as to three hundred years ago. I don’t doubt that, had the Diary continued as frankly into the years in which he was secretary to the navy, we should have learnt much more.

But it did not, and his literary gifts were specific to the Diary and the unofficial letters. When, with much encouragement from his friend John Evelyn, he embarked on a history of the navy his genius deserted him. The single volume he published in 1690, Memoires Relating to the State of the Royal Navy of England, is a curiosity, of interest to naval historians only, its value disputed even by them.3 He must have felt unhappy with it himself, because the mass of materials he collected towards writing more naval history remained in note form, suggesting that, once he had tested himself as a historian, he understood that his skills did not lie there. He knew that the burden of his work as a civil servant had stood in the way of becoming more of a scholar and a writer, of developing what he called his ‘liberal genius’, and he sometimes regretted it was so.4

It is tantalizing to think that a less successful career might have given us more volumes of the Diary. His reason for abandoning it was fear that his eyesight was failing; yet his eyes, although they troubled him, served him to the end of his life. Why did he not return to it? It may have been that the break in his circumstances at the end of 1669, as though a line had been drawn under one part of his life, determined him not to revive it. Or that, like some other writers, he knew he could never equal what he had already written and decided he had done enough. He did keep two brief journals later, one of them an intermittent daily record of the early months of 1680, another in the autumn of 1683, known as the Tangier Diary.5 They are useful and informative but have none of the qualities of the first Diary. Something essential was missing – some grit that had caused him to produce his pearl. There were at least two sorts of grit at work in the great Diary. One was his determination to prove himself, to show what he was capable of, and how much better gifted and qualified to a position of power than almost everyone placed above him. The other grit was Elizabeth, to whom he was bound emotionally and imaginatively. The tension between his day-to-day relations with ‘my wife’ and what he wrote down and kept secret from her is palpable; her presence or absence, her provocations and her anger, are shown over and over again as touching his deepest self. The Diary could hardly have existed without his sense that he and Elizabeth were inextricably joined.

Yet it allows us to experience the world from inside his skin, and for all its huge, Shakespearean cast of characters, it is always essentially a rhapsody on himself at the centre. This is the controlling force throughout the work. Whatever the tensions with others, he is in love with his own nature, and the adventures each day brings must revolve round that adored, although often uncomfortable, self. When he behaves outrageously, his gift for comedy makes it easy for us to collude with him, and even as we sweat guiltily alongside him it is hard not to laugh. Shocked, but also sympathetic, we share in financial scandal and sexual farce, turning the rigid oughts and ought nots of life upside down for a couple of hours.

The politician Tony Benn has said that he writes his diary in order to experience everything three times, once as lived, once in the writing down, once in the later reading of what he has written. It is a good explanation, and there is a further reason, which is to offer yourself to posterity. Whether Pepys had any idea that he was embarking on a unique project when he began to keep his Diary on 1 January 1660, he must soon have come to see that he had done so. Yet he was alone in knowing this, and he lived and died alone in the knowledge. He made his reputation in the world in a wholly different way, as a naval administrator, a friend and colleague of the powerful and learned, an influential figure in the running of charitable foundations, a man of substance and virtue. The Diary keeper, his own young self, was only setting out on his career, and one of the basic principles of the Diary was that he allowed himself not a shred of dignity. When he was an old man, highly respected and respectable, he had to decide whether to destroy or preserve its six volumes. Happily he chose not only to preserve them but to bequeath and protect them in such a way that they were going to be discovered and read by posterity. ‘The greatness of his life was open, yet he longed to communicate its smallness also.’6 The greatest thing about Pepys, after the composition of the Diary, was his decision to preserve it. How such a man was formed and developed, and in what circumstances he came to embark on his Diary, are the themes of the first part of this book.


PART ONE

1633–1660


1. The Elected Son

He was born in London, above the shop, just off Fleet Street, in Salisbury Court, where his father John Pepys ran a tailoring business, one of many serving the lawyers living in the area. The house backed on to the parish church of St Bride’s, where all the babies of the family were christened and two were already buried in the churchyard; when he was a man, Pepys still kept the thought in his mind of ‘my young brothers and sisters’ laid in the ground outside the house of his youth.1 Salisbury Court was an open space surrounded by a mixture of small houses like John Pepys’s and large ones, once the abodes of bishops and ambassadors, with gardens; it was entered through narrow lanes, one from Fleet Street opposite Shoe Lane, another in the south-west corner leading into Water Lane and so down to the Thames and river steps fifty yards below.2 The south-facing slope above the river was a good place to live; people had been settled here since Roman times, and when Pepys was born in 1633 a Christian church had stood on the spot for at least five hundred years.3 A block to the east was the Fleet River, with the pink brick crenellated walls of Bridewell rising beside it; it had been built as a palace by King Henry VIII and deteriorated into a prison for vagrants, homeless children and street women, known to the locals as ‘Bridewell Birds’. A footbridge spanned the Fleet between Fleet Street and Ludgate Hill, and from St Bride’s you could look across its deep valley – much deeper then than it is today – with houses crammed up both sides in a maze of courts and alleys, to old St Paul’s rising on its hill above the City.

This was the western edge of the City, and Pepys’s first playground. The City was proud of being the most populous in the world; it had something like 130,000 inhabitants, and in the whole country there were only about five million.4 If you went west from Salisbury Court along Fleet Street, you came to the gardens of the Temple lawyers, with their groves of trees, formal beds and walks, and further west along the Strand you were out of the City, on the way to Whitehall and Westminster. To the east was the only bridge – London Bridge, almost as old as St Bride’s Church, with its nineteen arches and its spikes on which traitors’ heads were stuck – and then the Tower. The river, without embankments, was very wide, with a sloping shore at low tide, a place for children to explore; and the great houses of the aristocracy were strung along the riverside, each with its own Watergate. The best way to get about fast in London was by boat.

The Pepys house centred round the shop and cutting room, with their shelves, stools and drawers, cutting board and looking-glass. At the back the kitchen opened into a yard, and in the cellar were the washing tubs and coal hole, with a lock-up into which troublesome children or maids might be put for punishment. The stairs to the living quarters went up at the back. Timber-framed, tall and narrow, with a jetty sticking out over the street at the front, set tight against its neighbours, with a garret under the steeply pitched roof: this was the pattern of ordinary London houses. On the first floor the parlour doubled as dining room. Above there were two bedrooms, each with a small closet or study opening off it, and high beds with red or purple curtains. In one of these Pepys was born and spent his first weeks. Older children, maids and apprentices slept on the third floor – Pepys mentions ‘the little chamber, three storeys high’ – or in the garret, or in trundle beds, kept in most of the rooms, including the shop and the parlour; sometimes they bedded down in the kitchen for warmth.5

In one of the bedrooms was a virginals, the neat, box-like harpsichord of the period. John Pepys was musical: he played the bass viol, and his eldest daughter, six-year-old Mary, could have started at the keyboard by the time Sam was born. Singing and musical instruments – viol, violin, lute, virginals, flageolet (a recorder of sorts) – were an essential part of family life, and music became the child’s passion.6 Music was not only in the family but literally in the air for many months during the first year of Sam’s life. It came from one of the large houses in Salisbury Court, in which a young and ambitious lawyer, Bulstrode Whitelocke, was preparing a masque to be performed before King Charles and his queen. Whitelocke and Edward Hyde, together representing the Middle Temple, had joined with members of the other three Inns of Court in a plan to celebrate Candlemas in a great masque to be produced before the Court at Whitehall, and Whitelocke, who had some skill as a composer, was in charge of the music. He assembled a large group of singers, including some from the Queen’s Chapel, and ‘caused them all to meet in practise at his house in Salisbury Court where he… had sometimes 40 lutes, besides other instruments and voices, in consort together’. The noise must have been terrific. On the day of the performance, 2 February 1634, three weeks before Pepys’s first birthday, the masquers, in costumes of silver, crimson and blue, some riding plumed horses draped in cloth of silver, some carrying flaming torches, processed along Holborn and Chancery Lane, through Temple Bar to Charing Cross and so to the Banqueting House. Inigo Jones was the designer, and the poet Thomas Carew wrote the words.7 The event was such a success that Queen Henrietta Maria asked for a repeat performance at the Merchant Taylors’ Hall in the City. This was done, and gave ‘great contentment to their Majesties and no less to the Citizens, especially the younger sort of them’.8 It may be too much to imagine the infant Pepys held up to enjoy the festivities among the many Londoners agog at the sound of the music and the brilliant show of the young lawyers; but music, theatre, celebration, processions, ritual and fine clothes delighted him throughout his life.

A tailor’s family was likely to be well dressed. There was a looking-glass upstairs, in which the children could look at themselves in imitation of the customers below and make themselves fine with scraps of cloth. But clothes, fine or plain, were hard to keep clean in London. Every household burnt coal brought from Newcastle by sea in its fireplaces and cooking ranges. So did the brewers and dyers, the brick-makers up the Tottenham Court Road, the ubiquitous soap and salt boilers. The smoke from their chimneys made the air dark, covering every surface with sooty grime. There were days when a cloud of smoke half a mile high and twenty miles wide could be seen over the city from the Epsom Downs. Londoners spat black.9 Wall hangings, pictures and clothes turned yellow and brown like leaves in autumn, and winter undervests, sewn on for the season against the cold, were the colour of mud by the time spring arrived. Hair was expected to look after itself; John Evelyn made a special note in his diary in August 1653 that he was going to experiment with an ‘annual hair wash’. But every house, every family enjoyed its own smell, to which father, mother, children, apprentices, maids and pets all contributed, a rich brew of hair, bodies, sweat and other emissions, bedclothes, cooking, whatever food was lying about, whatever dirty linen had been piled up for the monthly wash, whatever chamber pots were waiting to be emptied into yard or street. Home meant the familiar reek which everyone breathed. The smell of the house might strike a new maid as alien, but she would quickly become part of the atmosphere herself. When Pepys wrote of his ‘family’, meaning not blood relations but everyone who lived in his household – the Latin word familia has this sense – we understand that, as a group sharing the same rooms, they also comfortably shared the same smell.

His mother was a connoisseur of dirty linen, having worked as a washmaid in a grand household before her marriage. It was not a bad preparation for eleven children in fourteen years; the babies followed one another so fast that she was always either nursing or expecting one, and each made its contribution to the monthly washing day. Samuel was her fifth, hardly more than a year after John. Paulina and Esther, who preceded him, were both dead before he was born, but by the time he was five there would be four more, Thomas, Sarah, Jacob and Robert, of whom only Tom would live to grow up. God’s system was inefficient and depressing. A doctor writing in 1636 regretted that humans did not reproduce like trees, without the ‘trivial and vulgar way of coition’.10 This was Sir Thomas Browne. He might have added a further expression of regret at the wearing out of so much health and happiness, but he failed to, and instead overcame his distaste at the triviality of the act often enough to father twelve children on his wife. Pepys’s mother must have been always busy, tired, distracted or grieving for the deaths of his brothers and sisters when he was a child: soon worn out, physically and emotionally.

Pepys’s birthday was on 23 February and his baptism by the vicar of St Bride’s, James Palmer, is recorded on 3 March 1632/3, ‘Samuell sonn to John Peapis wyef Margaret’.11 The same year, in October, the queen gave birth across town at St James’s Palace to her second son, James. After his christening, he was given the title of duke of York. He had a staff of officials paid to rock his cradle; and, unthinkable as it would have seemed then, he was destined to become one of Sam Pepys’s close associates. Another boy who grew up to influence Sam’s life, Anthony Ashley Cooper, was also living off Fleet Street, in Three Cranes Court, from 1631 to 1635.12 Sam’s brother Tom was born in the summer of 1634, making a trio of little Pepys boys, John, Sam and Tom, and a sister Sarah the following summer. Other tailoring families in the district produced playmates. There were the Cumberlands, also in Salisbury Court, with three boys, Richard and his younger brothers William and John; Richard would go to school with Pepys later, and to college, and become a bishop. Another tailor, Russell, in St Bride’s Churchyard, was landlord to a bachelor scholar, poet and schoolmaster, John Milton, who had his eight-year-old nephew Johnny living with him when Pepys was six. Here was an outstanding and conveniently placed teacher; but there is no sign that the tailor’s sons took any lessons with him.13

Who did teach the little Pepys children? The learned and leisured John Evelyn coached his eldest son into reading and writing at the age of two, but John Pepys, who had left his native Cambridgeshire for London at fourteen to be apprenticed, was only just literate himself, and if his wife could write at all she left no trace of it. Manuals for parents of the period recommended they should start their children’s education at home by playing with them at mealtimes or when sitting by the fire before they started school; but John and Margaret Pepys were unlikely readers of manuals.14 The household must have been in a perpetual scramble between babies and apprentices, and what energy there was to spare was for music-making. Sam put nothing on record about early lessons. Instead he recalled boys’ games in the backyard; being carried by one of his father’s workers into one of the Temple Halls, to see the law students gambling with dice at Christmas; and street activities such as ‘beating the bounds’, when the children of the parish went in procession, carrying broomsticks and shepherded by the constable and churchwarden, had water poured over them from the windows of their neighbours and were playfully beaten before being rewarded with bread and cheese and a drink – the whole ancient ritual intended to fix the limits of their own parish in their memories.15

Contemporary books of manners for children give some idea of what was expected of them at home. There was advice on how to set the table for family dinner, with trenchers (wooden plates), napkins, salt and bread; glasses should be placed well away from the edge of the table to avoid knocking them off. Children should not crumble their bread into ‘mammocks’ but cut it up properly; salt was taken with the knife, and they should not overload their spoons with ‘pottage’, which might spill on the cloth. A polite child would volunteer to remove and fold up the cloth after the meal, and bring a jug of water, basin and towel for parents to wash their hands.16 Since there was no dining room in the Pepys household, only a folding table in the parlour, meals can rarely have risen to such elegance; but it was something to which Sam paid attention later in life, when he could hardly bring himself to eat food served by a woman with greasy hands, and was sharp with his wife about the presentation of dinner in his own house. Children were also told to keep their clothes in decent order at all times:



Let not thy privy members be

   Layd open to be view’d

It is most shamefull and abhord,

   Detestable and rude.





Four adjectives seem a lot for one small privy member, but children had to be given a sense of its sinfulness.

When he was six, in 1639, his closest brother, seven-year-old John, fell ill and died.17 Two years later a second John was born, never much liked by Sam, perhaps because he missed the first so much; but he had a strong sense of duty towards his siblings. He was now top of the hierarchy, as the eldest boy in the family. Tom, who was closest to him, was not clever; he learnt to write but not much better than his father, and he struggled with a speech impediment; Sam was always protective towards him.18 Mary, at twelve, was almost grown up, one of the solid loving presences in his world; but Mary failed to grow up. When she was thirteen, at Christmas 1640, a year after John’s death, she sickened and died. The next year Sarah, who had reached five, followed her to the grave; so did the family maid Barbara. Sam was left with only Tom, besides the two new babies, Paulina, or Pall the second, born in October 1640, just before Mary’s death, and John the second.

Sam must have wondered when his turn was coming, the more so since his own health was not good. Looking back from middle age, he wrote that he could not remember any period of his early life without pain. He meant the pain of the stone in his kidneys. The condition was so bad that he often passed blood – as he put it, made ‘bloody water upon any extraordinary motion’.19 The ebullient Pepys of the Diary sorts oddly with the pain-racked childhood. It seems to have taught him physical stoicism – there were no painkillers – and given him his determination to seize and enjoy everything he could while life lasted. You see it again later, in his elated response to the plague year when, with death all around, he grabbed at whatever there was to enjoy. Andrew Marvell’s lines about lovers tearing their



… Pleasures with rough strife,

Thorough the Iron gates of Life





fit this Pepys, with his greed for life’s pleasures sharpened by pain and fear.

His mother suffered from the stone too; whether this made her more or less anxious, more or less sympathetic to him, we don’t know, but he was sent away from time to time, with Tom to keep him company, for the good of their health, into the fresh air outside London. An aunt Ellen, his mother’s sister, was working in Newington Green as a servant, and a nurse was found for the boys in the nearby hamlet of Kingsland, surrounded by open fields. He remembered her as Goody Lawrence, and she did well by him, for he was boarded out with her for several summers. Again, he remembered the physical activities, the pleasure of playing with his bow and arrows in the fields around Hackney.20 Other memories were of his father taking the family for jaunts to the King’s Head in rural Islington, where they were served with ‘cakes and ale’.21

Cakes and ale might keep pain at bay for half an hour. The other thing he noticed about his body was that it seemed hotter than other people’s. He claimed quite seriously that it was usually only just below fever point. Whether he was right about this or not, he felt it was something that marked him out. Families may elect one of their children on whom their hopes are placed, traditionally the eldest son; or one of the children may elect himself, sometimes against the odds. Charles Dickens, who saw his parents prefer his sister while they consigned him to the blacking factory, elected himself in this way, worked with superhuman energy to prove his claim and rose to greatness, as well as taking over lifelong responsibility for his parents and siblings. The John Pepyses, like the John Dickenses, had little standing in the world; one of the childhood memories of which Sam was ashamed was of being sent round to deliver clothes to his father’s high and mighty customers. It may have felt like a mini-version of the blacking factory to a boy eager to achieve something, and knowing himself capable.22 Luckily for him, his abilities were noticed. John Pepys had relatives who were in a position to give a helping hand to this obstinately surviving and clever son.

Among these relatives was cousin John Pepys from Norfolk, prosperous and affable, with a wife and three children of his own, a house in Salisbury Court and another large country place at Ashtead in Surrey. This other John Pepys had done very well indeed. He had served the greatest lawyer and legal writer of the age, Sir Edward Coke, as confidential secretary and man of business. In his time Coke defied King James I and Charles I, was imprisoned in the Tower and had his papers seized by the crown; he was a hero to those who believed in common law and a strong parliament for his insistence that ‘the King is under God and the law’.23 At Coke’s death in 1634 John Pepys of Norfolk was one of his executors, and he went on to work for Coke’s son Robert. Sir Robert Coke was the husband of Lady Theophila Berkeley, and they lived splendidly in a country house belonging to her family, Durdans, near Epsom. It was at Durdans that Sam Pepys, carried off to Surrey by John Pepys and his wife Anne, was co-opted by the Cokes to play a part in a private production of Beaumont and Fletcher’s romantic comedy Philaster, or Love Lies α-Bleeding. He was asked to take a leading role, as Arethusa. The daughter of a usurper, Arethusa is loved by the rightful heir, Philaster, but her father intends her for another. Philaster places his page Bellario in her service – but Bellario is really a woman, and after many turns of plot she is left single while Philaster and Arethusa marry. The play was a wonderful concoction of love, fine words, confusion and cross-dressing. ‘What a ridiculous thing it would have been for me to have acted a beautiful woman,’ wrote Pepys in 1668.24 But what an adventure for a small boy – he can’t have been more than nine – to find himself singled out, made much of, invited to show off in a star part in a great house. He learnt his part so well that he could still remember almost every word twenty-five years later.

Durdans impressed itself on him and set him a standard, with its formal gardens, its fountain and statues, its terraces and bosky wood rising towards the Downs, its long gallery, newly built by the Cokes in classical style as an addition to the Jacobean mansion, its comfortable and charming rooms that included a fine, well-stocked library: a place to remember, ‘where I have been very merry when I was a little boy’ and again, ‘where I have seen so much mirth’.25 As well as delighting in gardens and architecture, Lady Theophila read French, Italian, Latin and Greek; she had been educated with Princess Elizabeth and a bridesmaid at her wedding to Frederick, king of Bohemia. Durdans introduced Sam into a world of splendour and civilized enjoyment. It gave him confidence too, to be chosen, first by his Pepys uncle and then by Sir Robert and Lady Theophila, for his charm and his talents. He could read and master a part, he felt he was full of promise; he saw for the first time that he might aspire to something more than the cutting room in Salisbury Court. He made several visits to Surrey before everybody’s lives – and Philaster too – were disrupted by the outbreak of the civil war in 1642; and he always remembered Ashtead as ‘my old place of pleasure’.26

The other cousins who were to play a crucial part in shaping his life were based in East Anglia. Sam’s Cambridgeshire grandfather had a sister, Paulina Pepys, who was orphaned young and married late, at thirty-seven – late but splendidly. Considering that she was then already middle aged, with a fortune of no more than £200, her marriage to Sir Sidney Montagu, distinguished younger son of an aristocratic and gifted family, suggests she was an outstanding woman and had wisely waited for the right husband. He was educated at Cambridge and the Middle Temple and had served as an MP in the time of Queen Elizabeth; one brother was an earl, another a bishop. Paulina’s marriage in 1618 made her cousin to a score of grandees. Her glory was acknowledged in Salisbury Court, where two of Sam’s sisters were named for her. A daughter and a son were born to the Montagus, but at three the boy, playing beside the moat, fell into the water and was drowned. His grieving parents had to take consolation in the birth of a third and last child, another boy, Edward, in 1625. With little Edward they moved to Hinchingbrooke, a great house outside Huntingdon.

Hinchingbrooke had been an abbey until King Henry evicted the holy ladies and sold it to Sir Richard Cromwell; the Cromwells rebuilt it, and James I stayed there more than once and even considered buying it for himself. Sir Sidney paid £3,000 for it, and there Edward grew up, knowing the estate would be his one day, and went to the grammar school along the road in Huntingdon where their neighbour Oliver Cromwell had been a pupil. A cousin of his mother lived in his own modest farmhouse at Brampton, two miles from Hinchingbrooke, and worked as a bailiff for the Montagus. He was Robert Pepys, elder brother of Sam’s father, and this was the family connection that in due course brought Sam to the grammar school at Huntingdon, to lodge at Brampton and to be welcome at Hinchingbrooke, not as an equal to be sure, but as a cousin who could be useful and might deserve some help on his way.27

Edward Montagu was put down for the Middle Temple when he was ten and Sam was three. But nothing went according to plan. His mother, Paulina, died when he was twelve. His father withdrew into melancholy, and by the time he was seventeen the country was at war. Instead of becoming a law student, Edward found himself in command of a regiment. Sir Sidney would not turn against the King, but Edward was a passionate parliamentarian, like his sister’s husband, Sir Gilbert Pickering; both were admirers and personal friends of Cromwell. In the excitement and impending danger of war Edward fell in love and decided to marry. He and his bride were both seventeen. Jemima was the daughter of a rich Northamptonshire MP and parliamentarian, John Crew, and the womanly virtues admired in her father’s family can be judged from the names of her grandmother and aunts, Temperance, Patience, Prudence and Silence.28 Jemima’s personal virtues included a warm heart, good humour and a straightforward disposition, some of which can be made out in an early miniature of her, which shows a tip-tilted nose and open, friendly face. She and Edward were married at St Margaret’s, Westminster, on 7 November 1642. Five days later King Charles’s nephew, Prince Rupert, sacked Brentford and the people of London braced themselves to defend Turnham Green, Westminster and the City against the forces of the King. Edward Montagu’s career was set on course as a fighting man.

Pepys’s early life has to be explained in terms of families but it has also to be set against the political turmoil of the years leading up to the civil war. As a London boy, he saw in the streets the effects of debates he could not yet understand, played out with passion, cruelty, violence and reversals of fortune to equal anything in the theatre. ‘The war was begun in our streets before the King or the Parliament had any armies,’ wrote one wise observer, and Sam had the chance to see this in action, the propaganda fixed on the City walls, the rioting apprentices and sailors, attacks on suspected Roman Catholics, crowds surging to welcome their heroes and threaten their enemies, or assembling to watch the executions of detested figures.29

In November 1640, for example, when he was seven, two men without ears rode into London at Charing Cross with branches of rosemary in their hands, escorted by crowds, ‘every man on horseback or on foot having bays and rosemary in their hats and hands, and the people on either side of the street strewing the way as they passed with herbs and such other greens as the season afforded, and expressing great joy for their return’.30 This extraordinary piece of street drama was for William Prynne and Henry Burton, a lawyer and a preacher, whose ears had been cut off publicly in Palace Yard, Westminster, four years earlier, before another large and sympathetic crowd. They had been punished – Prynne was also branded and sentenced to life imprisonment – for offending the king and Archbishop Laud. Now they were released by the power of the House of Commons. A week later there was a second triumphal return, with trumpets playing at the windows for Dr Bastwick, their fellow martyr to freedom of conscience and speech. Early the next year the king’s two most hated servants, Laud and the earl of Strafford, were taken to the Tower. City mobs agitated for Strafford’s execution, collected signatures demanding his death and posted up in the street the names of those MPs who opposed it. Shops were shut while a large and well-organized group of armed citizens accompanied the MPs who went to the king to urge him to sign the Bill of Attainder that would allow Strafford to be beheaded.31 The crowd that watched the execution in May 1641 included many soberly dressed women; there was more enthusiasm for this than for the wedding of two royal children, nine-year-old Princess Mary to the twelve-year-old Prince of Orange, which had taken place a few days before the execution.32

The two passions fuelling parliament and people were religious fervour and the fear that the king, egged on by his Catholic wife, was aiming to become an absolute ruler. The religious rollercoaster of the previous century, when successive Tudor monarchs first overthrew the Catholic Church, set up Protestantism, restored Catholicism and then settled into uneasy compromise under Elizabeth, had left a legacy of fierce hatred of the Catholics and a burgeoning of Protestant sects. The movement came to be called puritanism, and the puritans, disliking the established Church with its bishops and tithes that bore harshly on the poor, became the allies of the political opponents of the king. Margaret Pepys, like a great many of her neighbours, seems to have veered towards puritanism, although she still attended St Bride’s church and had her own pew.33 Her boys grew accustomed to hearing puritan preachers in the street. In 1640 a local leather-seller called Praisegod Barebones set up his Baptist congregation right outside, in Fleet Street. Baptist ministers saw no need for church buildings, supported themselves by working at other jobs and welcomed women as preachers; and more Baptist congregations were begun in other parts of town.34 The City apprentices who gathered in Westminster in the winter of 1641 shouted ‘No Bishops’; there was some fighting, and in the days after Christmas the same boys blocked the river stairs to prevent the bishops newly appointed by the king from taking their seats in the House of Lords, and went on to attack them in their coaches. When the bishops protested, parliament found grounds for impeaching them and sent them to prison, at which the apprentices rang the City churchbells joyfully and made bonfires in the streets. The king then moved to impeach his chief enemies in parliament.

Pepys was quite old enough to be on the streets when on 4 January 1642 the king pursued the five MPs he was trying to arrest from the House of Commons into the City. He was mobbed by huge numbers of tradesmen, apprentices and seamen, all shouting ‘privilege of Parliament, privilege of Parliament’ – a difficult mouthful for a mob, but they made it sound frightening. Although the king was not harmed, he was thoroughly scared. This was a spectacular moment in English history, and a week later Charles left London with his family. He was not seen there again until his execution in Whitehall, seven years later, when an approving Pepys was by his own account standing in the crowd.

On the day after the king left, the five MPs he had threatened made a triumphal journey on the Thames from the City to Westminster, escorted by a flotilla of beribboned boats loaded with cheering and waving Londoners, while citizen soldiers marched along the Strand with drums and flags to meet them as they came ashore. These soldiers, known as the trained bands, were ordinary townsmen organized into fighting groups, their effectiveness depending more on enthusiasm than discipline. The next big street show was the execution in late January of two Catholic priests in front of an approving crowd. In March parliament began to raise its own army, and in May the City’s regiments were reviewed on Finsbury Fields in front of the assembled MPs. In June Londoners were asked for money by parliament and they responded generously, even though times were hard for tradesmen in the absence of the court. John Pepys’s lawyer customers had fewer clients and less to spend; and the prospect of civil war promised worse to come, as their one-time neighbour, lawyer Whitelocke, now in parliament, warned, saying the country was ‘at the pit’s brink, ready to plunge ourselves into an ocean of troubles and miseries… What the issue of it will be no man alive can tell. Probably few of us now here may live to see the end of it.’35 In July the royalist Mayor Gurney was impeached in parliament and sent to the Tower, where he remained almost until his death five years later. A puritan was appointed as mayor in his place. Milton called the City ‘the mansion house of liberty’, and as such it had to prepare to defend itself against the gathering forces of the king, who raised his standard at Nottingham on 22 August 1642.

This was the official start of the civil war. It was brought about essentially by the king’s refusal to accept the limitations parliament was determined to set upon his power, and by parliament’s refusal to accept his supremacy. The war split the nation, dividing families, cities, counties and social classes as well as the great bodies and institutions, the navy, the universities, the legal and medical professions; and the religious rift between those who held to the established Church of England and those who rejected it sharpened the bitterness of the fight. Within seven years the country would rid itself of king, lords and bishops; and though these reforms were reversed, it was never again ruled for any length of time without the cooperation of the elected House of Commons. From the English revolution came much of the inspiration for both the American and the French revolutions of the next century. The intellectual revolution that accompanied the war was as important as the war itself, so that ‘it is difficult for us to conceive how men thought before it was made’.36 Both the political and intellectual aspects of the revolution were to have a profound effect upon Pepys.

Meanwhile parliament ordered the digging of trenches and building of ramparts and forts to close all the main roads into London. Islington, the fields round St Pancras Church, Mile End, Rotherhithe and Wapping were the sites of some of the twenty-four forts. A huge workforce was needed. It was found among the people of the City and the suburbs, women and children included; Sam and Tom Pepys may well have taken part. When announcements were made in the churches, citizens turned out with ‘baskets, spades and such like instruments, for digging of trenches and casting up of breast-works from one fort to another’. More than 20,000 people were said to have worked on the defences, a sixth of the population. They were directed by sailors and officers of the trained bands, and their effectiveness was observed with surprise and respect by the Venetian ambassador among others. John Evelyn, a supporter of the king, also came to view the ‘so much celebrated line of communication’.37 The work was in full swing in the autumn of 1642, the season of Edward Montagu’s marriage to Jemima Crew in Westminster and of Prince Rupert’s sacking of Brentford, which inspired John Milton to write his sonnet ‘When the assault was intended to the city’. It was addressed to the expected royalist invaders, ‘Captain or Colonel, or Knight in Arms’, and suggested they would be well advised to spare a poet.

Milton’s plea proved unnecessary. The royalists were kept from London. They were tired after a long march, and short of supplies, and their nerve failed. The earl of Essex, with 24,000 of the trained bands, held Turnham Green for parliament. The London troops had good supplies, including the baskets of food brought to them by their wives and sweethearts. The success of the London trained bands was decisive, and the royalists never threatened the capital again. But the fear remained that Rupert would return and sack the City, and the work on the defences continued until the following summer of 1643.38

These were the first ten years of Pepys’s life. They brought him bodily pain and the loss of his dearest playmates. Flesh, he learnt, was vulnerable as well as shameful, but also capable of taking intense pleasure: in music, in running about the streets, in playing with bows and arrows, in country trips and in cakes and ale. Child of a washmaid and a tailor, he found himself the exceptional, elected son and as such was given glimpses of a way of life other than the constricted one in the house off Fleet Street. This other life was luxurious, artistic and seductive. At Durdans he not only took part in acting, he delighted in the gardens and walked in the woods with a woman who gave him his ‘first sentiments of love and pleasure in a woman’s company, discourse and taking her by the hand’. Her name was Mrs Hely, and the impression she made on him was so strong that he remembered and wrote it down when he was thirty.39 So the private Samuel Pepys began to develop and yearn.

At the same time he was a London boy through and through, eyes alert for every detail of a street scene that offered constant excitement, and quick-witted enough to be sent on awkward errands about town. For instance, while he was still a ‘little boy’, his mother dispatched him for word of his father, who had gone to Holland and left them without news. He had to go a long way, across the river to Horsley-down in Bermondsey, to get information out of the men at St Saviour’s Dock where the ships came in. Whatever his father was doing abroad, he turned up again safely and went on quietly with his tailoring. He may have been trying to do some business, although the tailoring trade seems an unlikely reason for travelling in wartime; and it may also be that Edward Montagu, already one of Cromwell’s lieutenants, used his cousin as a courier to the Dutch, since Dutch engineers were brought over early in 1643 to advise on the London fortifications.40 And maybe it was at this time that Montagu first noticed Sam, and thought of doing something for him.

The London defences were still being worked on in the summer of 1643. In May the Venetian ambassador reported, ‘The forts round the city are now completed and admirably designed. They are now beginning the connecting lines. As they wish to complete them speedily and the circuit is most vast, they have gone through the city with drums beating and flags flying, to enlist the men and women volunteers for the work. Although they only give them their bare food, without any pay, there has been an enormous rush of people even of some rank, who believe they are serving God by assisting in the pious work, as they deem it.’41 But with summer also came the plague. There was nothing new about this, it had been making irregular appearances for years: there had been a very bad outbreak in 1625, when one City father noted that ‘three score children died out of one alley’, and there were lesser ones in 1630, 1636 and 1642.42 Fear of the plague would have been a good reason for sending Sam and Tom out of town to Kingsland and Hackney, and may now have contributed to the decision to send Sam away again. This time it was neither to Hackney nor to Surrey, but to somewhere quite strange to him, sixty miles north-east of London: into the misty fens of Huntingdonshire.
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