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In nature’s infinite book of secrecy, a little I can read.

WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, Antony and Cleopatra

Letters and writing . . . by these we may discourse with them that are remote from us, not only by the distance of many miles, but also of many ages.

Short-hand-writing by Characters [is] so frequent with us in England, and much wondered at by Foreigners; which hath a great advantage for speed and swiftness in writing; those who are expert in it being able this way to take any ordinary discourse verbatim.

JOHN WILKINS, Mercury, or The Secret and
Swift Messenger (1641), and Essay towards a real
character and a philosophical language (1668)
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INTRODUCTION

Music and Women I Cannot But Give Way To

The celebrated seventeenth-century English diarist and naval official Samuel Pepys (1633–1703) has been well served when it comes to biographies and editions of his diary. The principal appeal of that diary today is his relationship with his wife Elizabeth, the frustrations of managing his household and the servants, his pursuit of other women, and special observations, such as his descriptions of the plague and the Great Fire of London or being mesmerized by Charles II’s mistresses. However, the true extent and implications of Pepys’s self-confessed adulterous activity, including the coercion and sexual violence, and understanding his behaviour have often been glossed over in the past and sometimes evaded.

The central theme of the diary, kept from 1 January 1660 to 31 May 1669 and a masterpiece of introspection, is Pepys’s marriage to a woman he loved but betrayed relentlessly with his obsessive sexual pursuits of girls and women. Among them were his own servants, his mistresses, acquaintances, and those he encountered by chance. His story is just as much their story, recorded in a way that has no equal. Pepys outlived the diary by thirty-four years, but Elizabeth died just over five months after he ended it. His diary therefore represents only a small, though very important, part of his life, but covered about two-thirds of their marriage, which lasted from December 1655 to November 1669. The diary is consequently also a uniquely valuable portrait of the relationship between a man and a woman.

By focusing on this significant part of Pepys’s remarkable life, the detail can be drawn out finally for a modern readership and seen within the context of the whole diary. He chose to record his private life in graphic and incriminating detail almost as if he was an independent witness to his own existence. He also ensured the diary survived as an integral part of his whole legacy. The habit in editions of the transcribed diary text of suppressing or sidestepping this key side to Pepys has denied us the chance to know him properly. After all, in the words of his own motto, mens cuiusque is est quisque (‘the mind of each person is the person they are’).1

Samuel Pepys was born near Fleet Street close to St Bride’s church in London on 23 February 1633, and christened on 3 March, not far from where he conducted much of his adult professional and private life. During the diary years of 1660–69 Pepys knew some of the most exalted people in England, while dealing with official business in his capacity as an important member of the Navy Board.

The phonetic spelling of ‘Peapis’ in the parish birth register and in the record of an undergraduate incident at Cambridge in October 1653 as ‘Peapys’ preserves clues to its contemporary pronunciation. At the time ‘ea’ was pronounced ‘ai’, thus ‘Paipes’. Other contemporary variant spellings expand the range of possibilities to ‘Peppis’.

Pepys’s forebears had once been farmers. By the seventeenth century there had been landed gentlemen, lawyers, and tradesmen, but large families and marriage settlements dispersed the Elizabethan Pepys family wealth. As a result, John Pepys (1601–80), father of the diarist and ten other children, was a modest tailor in London. His wife and their mother Margaret died in 1667. Samuel Pepys was the fifth child, but by 1664 eight of his siblings were already dead (seven of them by 1641).

Samuel Pepys began his education in Huntingdon, a reflection of his family roots but probably because it was considered safer during the Civil War. After the hostilities he was brought back to London to continue his education at St Paul’s School where he won an Exhibition to Cambridge in 1650. In January 1649 he witnessed the execution of Charles I in London. He matriculated the following year, taking his degree at Magdalene College in 1654 during the Commonwealth.

Pepys took advantage of the opportunities which existed in London for men of ability and ambition with useful connections. He lived in a hierarchical, patriarchal, and deferential society and was dependent on the patronage of his cousin Edward Mountagu for his subsequent employment.2 Pepys said he had benefited from ‘chance without merit’.3 In 1654 Mountagu, then on Cromwell’s Council of State, employed Pepys as his secretary. This was a crucial step, but on 1 December 1655 Pepys made a disadvantageous marriage to the fifteen-year-old Elizabeth St Michel. Her father, Alexander Marchant de St Michel, was a Huguenot refugee, having converted from Catholicism, as well as being something of a fantasist and amateur inventor.4 Pepys was enthralled by Elizabeth, so much so that on 27 February 1668 he compared the experience to being so overcome by music that he felt sick; Pepys lived life with an unusual intensity and self-absorption.5 She brought him nothing but herself, and obligations to her family which Pepys observed throughout the rest of his life.

In 1656 Pepys was made clerk at the Exchequer to Sir George Downing, a ruthless diplomat and promoter of England’s financial and commercial interests. Around this time and soon after their wedding, he and Elizabeth had separated temporarily, referred to later by Pepys as their ‘differences’ and without explanation (15 August 1663). Pepys did not like to be reminded of this unsettled period.6

Mountagu’s appointment as General-at-Sea in 1660 and the man to bring Charles II home gave Pepys an entrée to the administration of the restored monarchy. Pepys was appointed Mountagu’s secretary and invited to accompany the fleet to The Hague to fetch Charles. By June 1660, with Mountagu ennobled as the 1st Earl of Sandwich and made Vice-Admiral of the Kingdom, Pepys was promoted to Clerk of the Acts on the Navy Board. In this capacity he played an increasingly prominent role in the Restoration Navy. He sought in every way to elevate his standing through his professional contacts among Navy administrators, his financial dealings, how he dressed, and with whom he socialized.

On 23 January 1661 Pepys attended his first meeting of Gresham College, later to become the Royal Society. He was instinctively drawn to this group of like-minded men who shared his interests and his fascination with all that was new. Pepys regarded his membership as a privilege which elevated his self-esteem, but he was an appreciator and admirer of men like Christopher Wren, Robert Boyle, and Robert Hooke rather than being an innovator himself.

Pepys excelled as Clerk of the Acts. His responsibilities during the Second Anglo-Dutch War (1665–7) brought him into the heart of government. His social and professional contacts grew apace along with his personal wealth, much acquired through gratuities in return for favours. His success was founded on his ability to organize his private and business affairs. To both he applied his appetite for meticulous record-keeping and detail.

Pepys’s diary (‘my Journall’) consists of about 1.25 million words contained in six volumes, covering the nine years and five months that he kept it. Its vitality and candid nature have served to diminish the rest of his life in the eyes of later ages ever since a bowdlerized and truncated transcription of its text was first published in 1825. He wrote it mainly in shorthand, using Thomas Shelton’s Tachygraphy to do so. He must already have been competent in Shelton’s system before 1660 though the diary manuscript shows evolution in his usage. Shorthand was convenient, but also facilitated secrecy which became most evident from 1664 until the end of May 1669 when he closed the diary. Pepys also enjoyed the process of composing and writing in shorthand. The pleasures of constructing shorthand words include the opportunities to be meticulous and imaginative, both of which would have appealed to Pepys. The shorthand is discussed in more detail below.

The diary’s detail easily creates the impression that it represents a comprehensive account of Pepys’s life during the period covered. It does not. His extant letters frequently refer to business and matters unmentioned in the diary entries for the same days. This has important implications for some of his other activities, especially his sexual pursuits. Despite this, anyone who reads the whole diary soon discovers that much of the content is repetitive. ‘Up and to the office and there business until noon’ or words to that effect is a familiar refrain, almost like the opening of a song from an unwritten musical based on Pepys’s life. The ‘business’ is sometimes dismissed as an aside and on other occasions given in rambling detail. His references to naval affairs, though important to specialists because of the discussion of matters like weeding out corruption (apart from his own) and incompetence, are of little interest to most modern readers.7

PEPYS’S LONDON

Pepys’s London crossed the City, much of which was destroyed in the Great Fire of 1666, from the Tower of London and then west down Ludgate Hill to Fleet Street and the Strand and on to Whitehall Palace and Westminster. Pepys travelled by foot or in a coach along the ramshackle streets with their medieval churches and half-timbered houses, grand new townhouses of the aristocracy, and the decaying pile of St Paul’s Cathedral. He commuted along the Thames by boat with one of the countless watermen. Pepys went upriver to the villages like Chelsea and Richmond to the west, and downriver to the Navy dockyards and facilities at Deptford and Woolwich, and beyond to Gravesend, Rochester, and Chatham.

Pepys’s London also included the King and Queen, the Duke of York, and court officials, their wives and mistresses, tavern keepers, rogues, servant girls, mendicant naval personnel or their wives who came to his office, obliging drapers and shopkeepers’ daughters, prostitutes, artisans, watermen, and myriad others from all walks of life. London was noisy and reeked of countless odours, from the cesspits of private houses to the animal dung and human waste in the filthy streets, the smoke of numberless fires and hearths, and the smell of cooking, blacksmiths, and other trades. Relief was to be found in Hyde Park, St James’s Park, the pleasure gardens of Foxhall or Gray’s Inn, and London’s nearby rural hinterland. The only sounds came from the weather, the clatter of carts and carriages, building and tradesmen at work, people, and animals. At night the streets were dark and dangerous, the only light coming from the moon, torches (‘links’), and candles.

THE SHORTHAND (‘TACHYGRAPHY’)

Thomas Shelton’s Tachygraphy was a popular shorthand method first published in 1626, remaining in use into the eighteenth century, and going through various editions. Despite its limitations, the essentials are not hard to master, especially the core symbols that represent the building blocks of letters, syllables, prefixes such as con- and per-, and suffixes like -ing and -tion (see colour plate section).

Medial vowels are not usually written in Shelton’s system but are expressed by the positioning of the next consonant in the word. The vowel ‘a’ was indicated by placing the next consonant directly above the first one, ‘u’ by placing it directly below, ‘i’ by placing it to the right at three o’clock, ‘e’ above and to the right, and ‘o’ below and to the right. These subsidiary consonants are normally written on a smaller scale. Where the word ends in a vowel a dot was used to indicate which one, according to the same positioning rules.


[image: Sample of Samuel Shelton's Tachygraphy shorthand.]


Indicating vowels in Shelton’s system. Left to right: ‘water’, ‘hazer’ (from the polyglot), ‘Bag-well’, ‘office’, ‘coach’, ‘cosa’ (from the polyglot; note indicating the terminal ‘a’ with a dot), ‘much’, ‘about’, and ‘my wife poor wretch’. Note the dot after \, the sign for m, indicating the ‘i’ sound, hence ‘my’. The ‘e’ at the end of ‘wife’ is not pronounced, so the word is written as ‘w(i)f’. The word ‘poor’ is written ‘p(o)r’, and ‘wretch’ is formed phonetically as ‘r(e)ch’. Thus: ‘mi wif por rech’.



Pepys could and did make mistakes, sometimes correcting himself. He also adapted the system, as all shorthand users do. His earliest diary entries are written with almost naïve clarity, the signs large and well-formed with more reliance on longhand words than later. In the middle years of the diary his shorthand became smaller and more tightly packed, complicated by the incorporation of polyglot from 1664 and extra consonants from May 1667, mainly in passages referring to sexual activities (see under Polyglot below). As his eyesight deteriorated, he reverted to larger signs, but more messily executed.

Pepys primarily used the core alphabetic and syllabic symbols to form words that are the simplest and fastest to write in Shelton’s shorthand. Many of Shelton’s 300 or so arbitrary signs for specific words are harder to learn because they are used less frequently. The symbol Ɂ, for example, represents ‘hope’; thus · Ɂ means ‘I hope’, while ∞ is the sign for ‘good’. Pepys was habitually inconsistent. For example, he variously wrote the word ‘maid’ as ‘mayd’ or ‘mayde’ in longhand, used Shelton’s arbitrary single symbol (δ) which represented both ‘maid’ and ‘made’, or used the individual signs for ‘m’ and ‘d’ (see colour plate section) in the same configuration as for the word ‘made’.

Key members of Shelton’s market included people who wanted to record sermons. Many of his arbitrary signs represent words and names found in the Bible and religious texts. Pepys recorded brief notices of sermons, including how he had slept through some (for example, 14 June 1668). He often commented on the preacher’s competence but was equally likely to be scrutinizing women in the congregation, helped by producing a primitive telescope (‘perspective glass’) from his pocket on 26 May 1667.

Pepys kept the volumes of his diary out of anyone else’s sight and only once or twice mentioned its existence to anyone else. During the Dutch emergency of 1667, his family papers and the diary, or at least the first four completed volumes, were given to his cousin Sarah Giles to look after.8 However, there was no system of ‘encryption’ as has sometimes been claimed, except for the extra consonants he started using in 1667 to obscure some words (see under Polyglot below).9 Anyone who knew or knows Shelton, or had access to one of Shelton’s manuals, would have been able to read it. However, any transcription is to some extent a reconstruction. Shorthand does not fully represent the spoken or longhand forms and is normally only completely comprehensible to the original writer, generally also requiring at least some knowledge of the context.

The limitations of Shelton’s shorthand system contributed more to the literary style of Pepys’s diary than is usually appreciated.10 Transcribing the shorthand is one thing. Writing in that shorthand is another matter. This editor’s long personal experience of using Shelton’s method in everyday life demonstrates that one easily and deliberately subsides into choosing words that are simpler to write in shorthand. This results in more repetition and an almost Homeric use of stock phrases that serve as fillers and links. Pepys’s famous line ‘and so to bed’ uses just five signs:– S 2 |ͻ. It, or variants on, was used frequently to end each day’s entry. His daily opener, ‘up and to the office’, uses six signs. Both phrases serve as if each was a single word. These helped open and close entries, while others such as ‘by water’ or ‘by coach’ linked topics and activities.

Echoes of Pepys’s spoken voice appear because speech tends towards simple, familiar, and informal terms that are more quickly written in shorthand than carefully composed longhand text. They also reflected his idiosyncratic inversions where the adverb was relocated for emphasis, such as when he referred to his wife’s companion Mary Mercer’s breasts, ‘they being the finest that ever I saw in my life’ (19 June 1666). Many of the passages read more like conversations Pepys was having with himself. A good example is Pepys’s agonized soul-searching of 25–26 October 1668. He produced a stream of consciousness during which he barely paused to draw a metaphorical breath.

Pepys’s process of revision and writing up parts of the diary from notes, sometimes several days in arrears, helps explain various errors in the manuscript.11 Writing in Shelton’s system means ambiguities with certain words are inevitable. Similarities between certain symbols can mean mistakes are easily made when writing, causing confusion later. Reading the shorthand back can be tiresome, leading to the reader’s eyes drifting between lines. Corrections have involved variant editorial intervention when trying to transcribe some passages. Inevitably, errors in transcription also occur.

The use of longhand names and words helped Pepys (and his posthumous editors) find his way around the diary text because the shorthand does not normally indicate capitalization. This practice diminished in the latter part of the diary. Pepys usually abbreviated the first name to an initial if he included it at all, and occasionally the surname. His colleague Sir William Penn was thus sometimes reduced to ‘Sir W.P.’. Pepys often avoided longhand when it came to his female liaisons, but inconsistently. For example, when on 11 April 1666 his mistress Mrs Bagwell visited him, he spelled her name out phonetically in shorthand as ‘·bgwl wf’ (‘Bagwell’s wife’), the preceding raised stop indicating an apostrophe or plural ‘s’ at the end of a word. Sometimes he wrote her name in longhand.

Adult women without titles were routinely called by Pepys ‘Mrs’. This did not denote marital status – in shorthand the symbol is that for ‘Mr’ but with the addition of a stop in front to represent the ‘s’ of Mrs, the abbreviation of ‘mistress’. It was thus a courtesy title for a woman or girl, whether married or unmarried, but was not applied to low-status individuals such as maids. Grown women were not usually referred to or addressed by their first names.12

Pepys never spelled out or even abbreviated his wife Elizabeth’s first name in his diary or any other surviving manuscript, either in longhand or shorthand. This was probably to prevent her realizing she had been written about, should she ever have picked up one of the diary volumes. Nor do we know if he called her by one of the various diminutive forms. Elizabeth Pepys was, instead, in shorthand, the proprietorial ‘my wife’, ‘my poor wife’, or ‘my wife, poor wretch’. Another possible reason was the coincidence of her given name with that of several of his mistresses, which he also usually avoided mentioning. Of the various Elizabeths he knew, Betty Howlett/Mitchell was the only one whose first name was routinely used by him, and then always as Betty. According to one study, Elizabeth was the commonest female name in the period at 13.6 per cent of the total.13

THE WOMEN OF PEPYS’S DIARY

The shorthand diary served as a private confessional. Pepys collected books, ballads, medals, and prints among other items. He similarly compiled a collection of his sexual activities by recording them. His relationships with women, especially his wife, form a major narrative theme, though his references to adulterous encounters or other pursuits were only occasional until the second half of 1663. From 1664 on they increased but varied in intensity until the end of the diary on 31 May 1669.

Without the diary we would know nothing about Pepys’s marriage except when it began and ended and his wife’s name, or anything about his adulterous activities (and much else besides). His friend Robert Hooke’s sexual relations with his female servants show that Pepys was not alone (see below), but it is impossible now to know how widespread this was.14 He made occasional hints that some other men he knew had similar inclinations to his, including his brother Tom (see his friend Peter Llewellyn’s tale on 25 February 1661, for example).15

Pepys’s interests ranged from the servant girls he molested or prostitutes he visited to Charles II’s mistress Barbara Palmer, Lady Castlemaine, about whom he could only fantasize. In between were his wife, the women whose social company he enjoyed, including the actress Elizabeth Knepp and several others, and his mistresses such as Betty Martin and Elizabeth Bagwell.

Pepys delighted both in observing women and their company. He recognized this and his susceptibility. On 30 June 1661 he wandered in Gray’s Inn walks ‘humming to myself’ while admiring the ‘fine ladies’ he saw promenading there. On 29 May 1666, against his better judgement, he instantly set aside important business when a party of his wife’s friends arrived.

Pepys loved and was highly attracted to his wife, but also found her frustrating and embarrassing for her volatility, impulsiveness, and lack of education. If they ever celebrated her birthday (23 October) he never mentioned it. He resented Elizabeth’s challenges to his authority, saying she brought him ‘nothing almost (besides a comely person) but only trouble and discontent’ (4 February 1665). He dismissed her as a fool in his notes for 17 June 1668. Pepys rowed with her frequently about what he considered was her profligacy and disorganization. He was easily angered, as was Elizabeth. He once struck her so badly in the face that he wounded her close to an eye (18/19 December 1664). She was forced to wear a dressing, the bruising being visible to the whole household. Pepys recounted this with a mixture of regret, contrition, and a sense that he had been entitled to be annoyed.

That was not the only time Pepys attacked Elizabeth. On 20 May 1663 he implied he was accustomed to hitting her more often than he recorded. At the time husbands were ‘legally entitled to correct their wives with condign and moderate physical punishment’. Elizabeth, having dared to challenge her husband’s authority, was ‘overstepping the boundaries of orderly behaviour’.16 Pepys was therefore asserting himself over his wife as an expression of his status and entitlement, as much to himself as anyone else. For the same reason he believed he was entitled to beat his servants for any infractions of what he considered acceptable conduct.

Despite Pepys’s assiduous record keeping, no letter or note written by him to Elizabeth, or vice versa, exists now. He destroyed some of her papers on 9 January 1663 following a vicious row between the couple. She had read out to him a document written in English describing her unhappiness and loneliness. Appalled that it might be read by someone else, Pepys grabbed it along with her other papers that he believed would cause him ‘disgrace’ and tore most of them up in front of her. He then burned them, preserving only a very few (none of which survive). The incident, which Pepys characteristically recorded in detail, illustrated how concerned he was to curate his image in the eyes of others.

Elizabeth Pepys’s occasional absences, mainly with or to visit relatives, often led to her husband seeking sexual relief elsewhere within a few days of her departure. This suggests Pepys was accustomed to, or at least wanted, relatively frequent marital sex and struggled soon after his wife became unavailable. Her serious period pains were another obstacle to conjugal relations, as was her recurrent abscess on her labia.

In his youth, Pepys regarded himself as a Puritan. In some respects, he tried to remain one. He thought Elizabeth’s taste in clothes was frivolous and sometimes unacceptably risqué but was also attracted by some of her indulgences (he was no stranger to expensive clothing himself, as well as accumulating a collection of fashion prints).17 On several occasions he mentioned being repelled by women who used cosmetics. Given the extent of his philandering, and the disgust he expressed for prostitution, this was a ludicrous attempt at maintaining a moral framework in an adult lifestyle that otherwise bore little trace of Puritan standards.

The hiring of his wife’s new companion Deborah (‘Deb’) Willet in late 1667 led to a crisis. Pepys was confronted with a girl aged sixteen by whom he rapidly became sexually obsessed and, in another life, might have married. Although he did not explicitly compare Deb with Elizabeth, he clearly believed Deb had personal qualities that Elizabeth lacked.

BEHAVIOUR AND CONCEALMENT

Pepys’s references to seeing the ‘great tall woman’ in Holborn on 4 January and 8 February 1669 who was 6 ft 5 in (1.96 m) tall, observing ‘I do easily stand under her arms’, indicates that Pepys was only a little over 5 ft (1.53 m) in height. Despite cutting such an unprepossessing figure (Charles II was over 6 ft), Pepys was strong enough to overcome women, most of whom were probably even smaller than him.

Although Pepys made very occasional references to the pleasure that he claimed his sexual partners experienced, his attitude was usually solipsistic. ‘I did what I would con ella [with her]’, or variants on, was as self-centred as his thinking about what he would like to do or had done to a woman. He was pursuing his own ‘great pleasure’, indifferent to or at the expense of the women’s sensibilities. Having finished, Pepys normally carried on with the rest of the day’s plans, returned home to his unsuspecting wife, or even collected her from somewhere nearby where he had dropped her off earlier. He sometimes described having sex with Elizabeth and how they both enjoyed it (for example, 25 May 1668), so he was clearly aware of the difference.

The specifics of Pepys’s sexual encounters were usually described in oblique or euphemistic ways and often fell short of intercourse because of the fear of pregnancy. His interests included grooming young girls, usually maids, whether they were in his employment or not. By the time they were fifteen or sixteen he was coercing some into sexual activity. Pepys, however, avoided intercourse with girls of this age. He generally preferred his mistresses to be older, usually in their twenties, and married as an obvious cover. He was unaware that his bladder stone operation in 1658 had almost certainly left him sterile. He encouraged his most enduring and compliant mistress, Betty Lane (later Martin), to marry for that reason, but despaired at her choice of husband.

Pepys was therefore clearly interested in being able safely to progress beyond petting and masturbation to having intercourse with his mistresses, and undoubtedly did so when he could. He met varying degrees of resistance, for example from Elizabeth Bagwell, but he was also persistent and aggressive in his pursuits. Married mistresses meant the relationship could then carry on safely for several years, even if it was punctuated when the women became pregnant, as Betty Martin did (presumably by her husband). Pepys certainly found pregnancy an attractive feature. Fear of venereal disease probably also played a part in Pepys’s preference for consorting with the same women.18

Pepys was sometimes attracted to other women who already had children, such as the vulnerable naval widow Mrs Elizabeth Burrows whom he also managed to inveigle into sexual compliance. Of a similar age to Betty Martin who was born in 1636, she was probably born in 1637 (see 20 July 1665, and Glossary of People and Places). Pepys made a point of describing her as remarkably pretty for a woman with a large family, implying that he normally regarded mothers in their late twenties or older diminished beyond his interest.

Pepys’s extra-marital sexual activities took place at any time during the day or evening, and often on a Sunday afternoon. He proactively sought sex but also seized unexpected opportunities. On 29 June 1663 Pepys admitted how he habitually indulged in ‘a bad use of my fancy with whatever woman I have a mind to’ when his wife was away. On 24 September 1663 he simply lied, telling Elizabeth he was off to Deptford dockyard but heading instead to Westminster to find Betty Lane (later Mrs Martin). During the latter years of the diary he became less able to restrain himself whether his wife was away or not.

Pepys’s meetings with girls and women were so frequent that he sometimes had to jog his memory when writing up the diary, jumbling the order of the day’s events (20 May 1667 is a particularly good example). It would be naïve to believe the diary is either complete or also invariably truthful, especially about sexual activity. Some of Pepys’s comments hint that his habit of frequent and secretive sexual relations with other women had begun before 1660. Perhaps this was why he and Elizabeth had briefly separated in about 1656. On 4 September 1660 he consorted with a neighbour’s willing daughter, quoting the Roman poet Martial’s phrase nulla puella negat (‘no girl refuses’) in his diary entry. On 6 August 1661 Pepys abandoned propositioning the landlady of an inn because her husband was on the premises. This suggests that only the failure made the occasion worth recording.

On 6 July 1667 Pepys described having had sexual relations with his mistress Doll Lane, Betty’s younger sister, ‘100 times’. Although that was obviously metaphorical, his recorded visits to Doll are a small fraction of that number and must have been far more frequent than the diary entries bear out.19 His reference to pleasuring his wife with his finger on 7 February 1669 explains that he was practised at the technique (never otherwise mentioned). He was worried that Elizabeth might wonder where he had learned it. We cannot make a reliable judgement about what he omitted, among which may have been occasions he could not bear to admit, even to himself. However, it is demonstrably the case that Pepys’s record of his sexual activity is incomplete and possibly significantly so.

Pepys referred often to how he freely ‘played with’ the breasts of his maids and of other women, as if they were provided for his personal gratification. This reflected contemporary acceptance of a degree of physical familiarity that blurred boundaries. Some, such as the maids, had no choice. Pepys mentioned touching the breasts of his maid Susan on 6 August 1665 and said he had been doing so for some time but had never previously referred to accosting her. There were other examples.

There is no allusion to Pepys’s sexual conduct in his other papers or in the extant writings of his friends and associates such as his fellow Royal Society members John Evelyn (1620–1706) and the experimental scientist Robert Hooke (1635–1703), all of whom held him in high esteem. This is scarcely surprising but London, especially the circles in which Pepys moved, and Deptford were too small for his behaviour to have been kept entirely secret. On 29 June 1663 he was seen from the street by an outraged passer-by through the window in a wine-house in Westminster in flagrante delicto with Betty Lane.

Moreover, since Hooke was accustomed to sleeping with his servants, he was unlikely to pass judgement on Pepys. Hooke took the practice for granted, using the symbol ¥ for Pisces in his perfunctory diary to indicate that he had achieved orgasm(?) in the company of one or other of the women who worked for him. There is no evidence Hooke sought liaisons outside his household or that he exacted sex in return for patronage. He recorded an instance when a woman ‘solicited’ him for a position, but he refused her. Hooke supplied no graphic detail, his references to sex being restricted to two or three words. However, he frequently gave small cash gifts to some of his female servants in the manner of a gratuity for unspecified services rendered.20 The most controversial aspect of Hooke’s private life was the possibility of a sexual relationship with his niece Grace who came to live with him as his ward when still a child. By the time she was sixteen he was apparently recording having had sexual relations with her, once with the words perfecte intime omne, ‘everything perfectly intimate’.21 Unlike Pepys though, Hooke never married. When Grace died in 1687 Hooke was devastated.

Pepys’s activities were far more wide-ranging. He immersed himself in the deception and thrill his philandering involved, enhanced by the fear of being caught. It is too glib to dismiss him as a ‘sex pest’ or ‘sex offender’ as he has been called in recent times. The distasteful and abusive aspects of his sexual conduct were real and are attested in his own words (the sole source of evidence), but in their extent and nature they were also consistent with the neuropsychological disorder of addiction.

Pepys undoubtedly became addicted to the excitement of the pursuit, the risk involved, and his forceful and dominant role. After the sex, he normally removed himself, frequently experiencing self-disgust or even loathing which he sometimes directed at the women concerned. He used the diary to help expiate his guilt by confessing what he had done, and to create a titillating record of the subterfuge and fleeting pleasure. His conduct resembled that of a substance abuser. Pepys also made frequent references to his excessive alcohol consumption and its embarrassing consequences, though he appears to have found this problem easier to gain some control over.

Pepys feared being spotted. He never referred to discussing his exploits with male friends. He did not, so far as we know, conspire with other men to seduce or coerce a woman. Nor did he ever co-opt anyone into assisting him in deceiving Elizabeth or bunking off work, except when he involved his clerk Will Hewer in trying to placate Elizabeth after she had discovered him with Deb Willet in October 1668. It is possible there had been other occasions involving Will, but these go unmentioned. The only other attested help came from male or even female relatives of some of the women concerned (see below), but that proves there were people apart from Pepys and his partners who knew what was going on.

On 1 August 1662 he avoided assaulting Sir William Penn’s maid Betty precisely because he was scared that she might ‘refuse’ him and tell Elizabeth. When Betty Mitchell’s mother Mrs Howlett arranged to see him on 14 October 1667 Pepys worried that she was about to confront him about his ‘freedom with her daughter’. As it happened, she was only concerned about her son-in-law, to Pepys’s relief. Pepys relied on a conspiracy of silence but on 18 June 1668 Elizabeth told him that she ‘had heard’ he had been regularly visiting the theatre and ‘carrying people abroad’ during her recent absence.

Before she caught her husband touching Deb Willet’s genitals on 25 October 1668, Elizabeth was quite aware that he was interested in other women: ‘my wife was angry with me for not coming home, and for gadding abroad to look after beauties’ (2 October 1664). On 29 May 1666 Elizabeth interrupted Pepys’s work to say that if he wanted to see the ‘handsomest woman in England’ he should come home to see their visitor.

The dysfunctional relationships Elizabeth had with several of their maids, some of whom she sacked, were probably linked to her jealousy of the attention Pepys paid them. Whether she realized how far he was habitually going is unknown, even if she perhaps turned a blind eye to casual physical contact between him and their female staff.

Pepys’s predatory inclinations appeared in various contexts. Riding in his coach up Ludgate Hill, Pepys witnessed what appears to have been the initiation of a rape. He was titillated and envied the culprits (3 February 1664). Although some of the women he knew were willing, or at least acquiescent, partners (see below), Pepys referred to using coercion and physical force himself several times. For example, on 20 February 1665 he hurt himself with the exertion of raping Mrs Bagwell, whom he had also raped on the preceding 20 December (‘against her resistance I did it’). On 13 November 1668 he confided in himself that he was still set on having Deb Willet’s ‘maidenhead’. His frequent references to ‘towsing’ and ‘tumbling’ his mistresses were euphemisms designed to play down the aggression he displayed during forceful sex, which he clearly found exciting in an era when it was almost impossible for a woman to make and sustain an allegation of rape.22 Towsing had violent connotations. Shakespeare used the word once and only in connection with torture by the rack.23

Pepys benefited from the preparedness of some women to consort with him, whatever their motives. His money and influence were factors. On 23 July 1664, a meeting with the worldly-wise Betty Martin (by then aged twenty-eight and just married) took place: ‘So spending 5s or 6s upon her, I could do what I would.’ The money was in part spent on paying for a meal and drinks for her first (the amount was equivalent to a day’s pay for a skilled London artisan). On 20 February 1666 Betty asked him for a substantial loan after the sex. He paid a shilling (about £9 today) to a prostitute for touching his ‘thing’ on 1 September 1668. Earlier that year, on 6 May, after assaulting his maid Nell, he rewarded her with the same sum, evidently equating the two scenarios in terms of their value to him.

Elizabeth Bagwell acted with the connivance of her naval carpenter husband William and his parents for the benefit of his career advancement. She was not alone. Once she was married Betty Martin had similar plans for her husband’s future. On 12 August 1665 Mrs Bagwell’s father-in-law, the Deptford dockyard foreman Owen Bagwell, facilitated a meeting between her and Pepys in the interests of his son’s preferment, her mother-in-law Alice playing a similar role a few days later. On 11 August a waterman called Delkes had brought his married daughter to Pepys for the same reason, this time for his son-in-law’s release from naval service. There were also women desperate to have their husbands’ naval promissory notes (‘tickets’) paid, such as the widow Elizabeth Burrows. Many other such naval wives, whether widowed or not, were drawn directly into prostitution as the only means of supporting themselves.24 Mrs Burrows may therefore have resigned herself to Pepys as a lesser evil.

Mrs Bagwell and Delkes’s daughter were effectively being prostituted by their relatives. Elizabeth Bagwell resisted some of Pepys’s advances to begin with, but she eventually acquiesced, probably feeling obligated to accede to the demands her husband and his family made of her. Key members of their families had spotted Pepys’s power, and that he was susceptible to temptation. If so, his reputation had probably preceded him. It appears from the diary that the Bagwells had been working on Pepys for some time before any sexual activity occurred. If so, then once revealed, his nature was exploited. Elizabeth Bagwell was still soliciting his help for her husband over twenty years later (see Epilogue) though after the diary was closed on 31 May 1669, we know nothing about what she had conceded, if anything, in return in the intervening years.

Aspects of Pepys’s personality and appearance probably helped some women find him attractive, at least initially. We can only speculate, for example, about the effect of his speaking voice but we know he could sing. The actress Elizabeth Knepp seems to have found him engaging company, despite his wandering hands. One woman appeared actively to seduce him, though of course we only have Pepys’s version of events. Judith Penington, the unmarried sister of the Quaker leader Isaac Penington, was approaching forty when Pepys encountered her socially in late 1665. She was thus far older than any other woman he is known to have had physical relations with, and apparently sought nothing else from him either. Pepys was astonished by her uninhibited flirting, given her background and class. Her brother was concerned about her irreligious behaviour (see Glossary of People and Places).

Pepys was fascinated by the blatant decadence of Charles II’s court, which he often described with prurient and hypocritical disapproval. His origins were betrayed by his bourgeois attempts to conceal his activities and preserve his professional standing. He often made oaths to show restraint and congratulated himself for his self-control. He soon broke the oaths, usually to his shame, and gradually abandoned the practice. There is little doubt that Elizabeth Pepys soon spotted the real threat to her marriage that her husband’s infatuation with Deb Willet posed. After Elizabeth caught him with her on 25 October 1668, Pepys was wracked with remorse but remained unable to control his inclinations (see Chapter 10 and Epilogue).

Pepys owned and read a copy of Thomas Ridley’s 1607 A View of the Civil and Ecclesiastical Law. Ridley classified adultery as a form of ‘filthyness’ and a cause of divorce, so Pepys was fully aware of the risk of public disgrace and opprobrium.25 Yet he habitually succumbed to temptation and then tormented himself.

Thomas Edgar, the probable author of a book on women’s rights published in 1632, bemoaned in a section on rape the futility of women making marital vows ‘when men have so many millions of ways to make them break them’.26 He described how if ‘sweet words, fair promises, tempting, flattering, swearing, lying’ failed to ‘beguile the poor soul’, then ‘rough handling, violence and plain strength of arms’ would be employed ‘to make them prisoners of lust’s thieves . . . so drunken are men with their own lusts’. Edgar believed that were it not for the law, women aged from twelve years upwards would be unable to escape ‘ravishing’ at all. However, the law was relatively ineffectual when it came to protecting women. Edgar’s comments reflected a contemporary culture in which Pepys, despite his guilt and subterfuge, operated with relative impunity, even though he feared being exposed.

POLYGLOT

Pepys’s guilt and love of secrecy led to his use of foreign words, usually written in shorthand, in his diary accounts of sexual activities. This began in January 1664, initially only with French and developing into a polyglot. He normally limited himself to individual words and short phrases used in sentences that were otherwise English. This occluded his activities while simultaneously recording them in a daring and suggestive way.

Pepys was competent in French, Spanish (his surviving library contains 185 Spanish works), Latin, and some Greek. He understood Portuguese and followed a Portuguese sermon on 17 March 1667. There are occasional instances of possible Portuguese words, but there were more similarities then between Spanish and Portuguese than today. The shorthand’s limitations mean it is not always possible to be sure which form he intended. He sometimes included words in Italian as well as Latin and Greek. Cotgrave’s 1611 French−English and Percivale’s 1623 Spanish−English dictionaries, both of which Pepys knew, have been used to help with transcriptions and identify suitable translations.27

Pepys never explained why he started using the polyglot, though by his time there was already a developed interest in polyglot dictionaries.28 A clue lies in the diary for 2 August 1660 when Pepys used the French chose (‘thing’) while referring to the painful conditions Elizabeth suffered from. It is likely that was how the half-French Elizabeth referred to her genitals when speaking to her husband. Unfortunately, we have virtually no reported speech of hers, but Elizabeth was probably given to using French in her conversation, especially for delicate matters. She was not alone.29 On 9 January 1663 Pepys recorded that she had written to him in English, implying she would not normally have done so. It is easy to see then why Pepys might have been accustomed when talking with her to substituting certain English words with French ones, adapting this later in his diary by utilizing a wider range of languages, especially Spanish. The polyglot of course did not of itself conceal what he had written, but by writing it in shorthand he achieved a modest additional layer of security.

The polyglot may reflect a real increase in Pepys’s sexual escapades, especially during the Plague Year of 1665 when the fragility of life became painfully apparent. After his bladder stone operation in 1658 he already knew how lucky he was to be alive, compounded by the death of his younger brother Thomas in March 1664 (and the deaths of several other siblings). As his records of sexual behaviour became more frequent, so did the polyglot.

By May 1667, surely inspired by the work of the mathematician, savant, and clergyman John Wilkins (1614–72), Pepys had started inserting additional consonants into certain English words in the shorthand to obscure these passages, in addition to the polyglot. Pepys greatly admired the polymath Wilkins, as he recorded after walking to Redriffe in his company on 1 May 1665; by 16 March 1669 he referred to him as ‘my friend’. Wilkins was a founding Fellow of the Royal Society and was made Bishop of Chester in 1668.

Pepys owned at least six of Wilkins’s books, including a 1641 edition of Mercury, or The Secret and Swift Messenger which discussed various techniques for the encryption of text and its speedy transmission. Wilkins explained how among other ways ‘augmenting words with the addition of other letters . . . and interposing G and K, P, T, R etc’ could be used to obscure the meaning.30 Pepys applied the method by using the symbols for l, m, n, and r in selected shorthand English words, for which the consonant-based Tachygraphy made this a suitable adaptation. This way, for example, ‘girl’ became ‘gimerl’, and ‘maidenhead’ became ‘maladimen hered’.

Thereafter Pepys fluctuated between this method of disguising his text and using polyglot in passages referring to his sexual and related activities. Wilkins also recommended ‘doubling the Vowels that make the Syllables’. This refinement, however, was obviously impossible in a shorthand system that does not normally show the vowels. With only a very few exceptions such as 6 August 1668, Pepys did not apply extra consonants to polyglot words. Fortunately, he did not adopt some of the other encryption techniques described by Wilkins, which included the inversion of words or letter substitutions.

This highly likely explanation for Pepys’s new habit appears to have gone unnoticed until now. On 11 January 1666 Pepys visited Wilkins at his home and was overwhelmed by the ‘sober’ and ‘ingenious’ company he was welcomed into. This included news of Wilkins’s forthcoming new book on creating a universal written language which excited Pepys.31 He may well have already possessed Wilkins’s Mercury, or The Secret and Swift Messenger, but might have been given a copy on 11 January or bought it afterwards.

The polyglot words and phrases usually served as exact substitutes for their English equivalents. They represented continuations of the surrounding English text. The shorthand was designed for English; Pepys had to think more carefully about how to construct foreign words and phrases phonetically.32 The diary manuscript for 15 December 1664 shows that when Pepys included a French phrase, the shorthand signs became larger and more spaced as he tried to form words that he never normally wrote.

Pepys faced problems with writing shorthand French because of the language’s diphthongs and digraphs, such as ou or the ending -ais. Spanish is easier to represent in Shelton’s system (a statement of fact) than French because it only has five vowel phonemes and this may partly explain Pepys’s increasing use of it. Tocar (‘touch’) is much simpler and less ambiguous to write in shorthand than toucher, for example. It is also occasionally not possible to distinguish shorthand English from non-English forms.

Transcribing and then translating the polyglot is often challenging because of the phonetic spellings and Pepys’s intentional or accidental imprecision. Lateral thought is often required to work out the meaning because variant readings are possible. The polyglot in his entry for 23 August 1665 is one of the most complicated to understand because, exceptionally, it included his botched attempt at two pairs of Greek words, one in shorthand and one in longhand.

Pepys used the polyglot erratically. Some words or phrases were used repeatedly, others occasionally or even only once (see Glossary of Polyglot). He applied the usefully vague English ‘thing’ to sexual acts, orgasms, or genitals, substituting this in the polyglot variously with the French chose, the Spanish cosa, or, on a couple of occasions, the Greek pragma. The phrase hazer me hazer, in the contemporary Spanish spelling, appears often. Pepys employed the second hazer as a euphemism for ejaculate or orgasm. Since on some occasions, for example 9 April 1668, he used the English wording ‘make myself do’, that is how hazer me hazer and equivalents have normally been translated here. French and Latin words for ‘make’ or ‘do’ were sometimes substituted. These polysemous terms helped disguise the details of the sexual acts concerned. He was unusually explicit on 21 December 1666 with ‘so as to make mi mismo espender’ (‘so as to make me spend myself’).

The evasive phrase ‘do almost what I would with her’ was a variant on ‘I did what I would con ella’. Both have a rhythmic alliterative, even metrical, tone as does hazer me hazer. They had joined the other stock phrases that Pepys utilized in the diary. They also reflect how habituated Pepys became to his adulterous episodes. Reduced to a few shorthand signs, these passages were squeezed in between his other business of the day.

EDITIONS OF THE DIARY33

Despite some mistakes and other minor issues like smudges and omissions, Pepys’s shorthand is generally legible and clearly written. His cursive hand and faintness caused by his pen running dry or the passage of time can make some shorthand signs hard to read. Transcriptions of Pepys’s diary are not direct copying because they involve a great deal of work expanding the shorthand. However, they lack the independent creativity of composition or translations. In Pepys’s case that only applies to the polyglot, but until very recently no translations of any of those passages have appeared in print.

The catalyst for publication was the appearance of John Evelyn’s diary. Evelyn had an enduring posthumous reputation thanks mainly to his book Sylva, a Royal Society publication on arboriculture. His longhand diary was published from a bowdlerized selection made by the antiquarian William Bray in 1818 to great acclaim and appeared in many further editions. However, the original had no contentious passages. Bray’s unsatisfactory text was not superseded until 1955 by Esmond S. de Beer’s definitive edition.

By 1818 in Cambridge a plan was also forming to publish Pepys’s diary. A student called John Smith was given the challenging task to transcribe the text. It is usually believed that Smith, later the Reverend, was unaware that the diary was written in Shelton’s system even though a copy of Shelton was still in the Pepysian Library. Whether or not that was true, Smith transcribed much of the text with surprising accuracy by 1822. This version was used by Richard Griffin, later ennobled as Lord Braybrooke, for the first published edition of Pepys in 1825, called the Memoirs of Samuel Pepys Esq. MA FRS. Braybrooke, like most editors of the time, had no qualms about silently modifying the text with reckless and haphazard zeal as he saw fit, whether with additions or cuts, though some of the latter were restored in an 1848–9 edition. Passages with any content regarded as obscene or distasteful were omitted and their existence usually concealed by merging the preceding and following text.

A new transcription of the complete text was made by the Reverend Mynors Bright (1818–83), president and proctor of Magdalene College, using Pepys’s copies of Shelton’s works. He then published about 80 per cent between 1875 and 1879. Bright made occasional transcription errors or silent modifications, and misunderstood some names, places, and terms. Bright found the polyglot passages challenging and made some mistakes when transcribing them. He often transcribed French words where Pepys had clearly intended Spanish, such as chose instead of cosa, or mains instead of manos.34 Bright was initially confounded by the additional consonants Pepys had introduced in May 1667. Apparently unaware of John Wilkins’s ideas (see above under Polyglot), he despairingly called them ‘dummy letters’ and regretted eventually unravelling the passages concerned, because they were ‘quite unfit for publication’.35

Henry Wheatley (1838–1917) produced during the 1890s what became the standard diary edition until the Latham and Matthews transcription was published in the 1970s. Wheatley used Bright’s transcription, restoring some of the omitted passages, among them parts of the more controversial sections and thereby unwittingly perpetuating some of Bright’s polyglot transcription errors. Wheatley also left the polyglot untranslated and imported other corrections made by a Fellow of Trinity College called Hugh Callendar. Wheatley was unable to read the shorthand but also introduced additions and omissions of his own, sometimes without explanation or rationale. Nonetheless, his edition was considerably more complete than Braybrooke’s version of Smith’s work, or Bright’s published version.

The scholars Robert Latham and William Matthews began work in the 1960s to produce a definitive edition of the complete diary. Their transcription noted most of the difficulties caused by the shorthand, introduced a new level of accuracy, and was accompanied by far more sophisticated and extensive editorial matter.

Latham and Matthews’s achievement was titanic. Their comprehensive notes throughout the text and their Companion volume have no precedent or equal in studies of Samuel Pepys. They made no excisions and no changes to the substantive text apart from what they believed were legitimate corrections. Some archaic spellings were incorporated to retain a flavour of the original where they found precedents in Pepys’s longhand manuscripts, and they normally retained his diary spellings in longhand words. Otherwise, they transcribed the text into modern British spelling but did not translate or analyze the polyglot passages, most of which had never been published previously. This was in marked contrast to their exemplary detailed annotation of the rest of the text.36 They mysteriously used the term lingua franca to refer to Pepys’s polyglot passages. Pepys’s sporadic polyglot was anything but a lingua franca, not least because he never used it to communicate with anyone else, let alone a non-English speaker.

The background to this editorial policy was the first publication of the unexpurgated text of D. H. Lawrence’s novel Lady Chatterley’s Lover in 1960. The publisher Penguin was prosecuted in England under the Obscene Publications Act of 1959 but a verdict of not guilty was returned on 2 November 1960. By that year a decision had already been made to publish the entire Pepys diary text, including all previously excised passages. Thanks to the new law, the legal advice already given to Latham and Matthews was only to publish with caution. The polyglot could thus be included but should not be translated, and nor should those individual passages or words even be identified as being published for the first time.37

Given the furore that then erupted soon afterwards over Lady Chatterley, this advice was adhered to thereafter throughout the appearance of the Latham and Matthews transcription and editorial matter in eleven volumes published during the 1970s and early 1980s. The offending sections were there but without translation or further comment. This bypassing also resulted in some transcription errors going unnoticed. Consequently, anyone trying to translate the passages was liable to be confused.38 However, transcribing the shorthand in any significant quantity is extremely strenuous visually and physically. The polyglot passages are without question the most difficult of the whole diary text.39

If they had attempted translations, Latham and Matthews would have undoubtedly realized that some of their transcribed polyglot words were improbable readings and a few impossible.40 Some interesting meanings, and Pepys’s use of metre, alliteration, and rhymes in the polyglot, were also overlooked (see 23 August 1665 and Christmas Eve 1667, for example).

They sensibly removed what they called Pepys’s ‘extraneous consonants’ from certain English words which he also used in passages concerned with incriminating sexual activity in the later part of the diary. However, like Mynors Bright they did not connect this to the work of John Wilkins (see above, under Polyglot), and instead referred to it as ‘garbled shorthand’.41 In a few instances they mistook polyglot words for this so-called ‘garbled shorthand’, for example, the Latin foras on 31 March 1668.

There are consequently some instances where Latham and Matthews’s readings should now be reconsidered, particularly in the polyglot.42 Beyond these, the scale of the differences between their text and earlier editions, although often important when it came to rectifying some significant earlier misunderstandings and mistranscriptions, has been exaggerated. Their readings were for the most part inevitably very similar to Bright’s (as any transcriber’s efforts would be since they are all derived from the same shorthand text) and many of Bright’s errors are inconsequential. Variations mainly involve editorial decisions about spelling, expansions of abbreviations, paragraphing and punctuation, and in the pre-Latham and Matthews’s editions (see below), excisions of certain passages, including those of a sexual or compromising nature, and others. The result is that the various diary editions are quite different in tone.

A NOTE ABOUT THE TEXT

Most published selections from Pepys’s diary use a wide range of passages to give a flavour of the whole. They have introductions and glossaries but otherwise eschew a running commentary in favour of Pepys’s words. These serve as invaluable introductions to Pepys, but an unintended consequence is to disrupt or even obscure the detail and implications of some of the long-running themes.

The purpose of this book is not to create a gratuitously distorted or scurrilous account of Pepys’s private life. Instead, the intention is finally to complete Pepys’s own story, because for one reason or another, all the previous transcribers of his diary in some way sought either to omit or occlude an important component of his testimony. The revelations here of the content and the methods Pepys used to compose the passages concerned should now take their proper place as key parts of the diary and evidence for Pepys’s personality and mind, alongside the rest of the text. They may serve to stimulate further study of this fascinating aspect of the diary, especially the light thrown on the way he used the shorthand.

Focusing on the theme of Pepys’s sexual relationships with women has made it possible to include the most relevant passages, which are otherwise buried in longer entries. Extracted like this and in order, the evolving patterns of his behaviour become clearer. Most of Pepys’s numerous casual references to other girls and women are omitted, such as the tavern keeper’s ‘very pretty daughter’ at the Ship in Billiter Lane.43 The chapter headings are all quotes from the diary.

Few of those who have written about Pepys have studied the original diary text. All the diary passages quoted here have been taken by the editor from his fresh transcriptions of Pepys’s original shorthand text made during 2024, the first for half a century. The polyglot in them has all been translated and dissected during unprecedented intensive and forensic study, a challenging task thanks to the various languages Pepys used, his variant spellings, archaisms, grammatical mistakes, and ambiguities in the shorthand.

Recent years have brought dramatic technological improvements unavailable to Latham and Matthews, and unimaginable to earlier editors. It is now possible to study the diary through digital scans of microfilm images and digital colour photographs, both of which can be enhanced and enlarged at will. There is, however, no claim here that these new transcriptions constitute definitive readings. That is impossible for all the reasons that have been explained. However, every transcriber of Pepys’s diary owes a debt to all previous transcribers. Reading Pepys accurately is a cumulative process that has now lasted two centuries.

Revised readings, which were not anticipated when the work for this book began, have been introduced where they fulfil one or more of the following criteria: they are more plausible and accurate transcriptions of the shorthand, better match contemporary spellings and usages, and in the case of the polyglot correspond more convincingly to the context by generating translations that make sense as opposed to not doing so.44 It is hoped that the transcribed passages included here are now closer to Pepys’s original meaning than previously published versions.

The availability of online genealogical resources, digitized wills, and other sources has made it possible to make significant advances in tracing more details and ages of some of the girls and women Pepys had relations with. This is particularly true of the sisters Betty Martin and Doll Lane, as well as Elizabeth Bagwell and Deb Willet, but also applies to some others. This new information has been added to the text, notes, and Glossary of People and Places.45

The spelling policy has been to modernize most words for a contemporary readership and make them consistent, but with occasional concessions to Pepys’s forms, such as ‘musique’ for ‘music’. Longhand names and abbreviations have also been made consistent but Pepys’s preferred spelling for the names has normally been used, though in the Glossary and commentary the more correct forms are supplied. Absolute consistency is impossible because of the nature of Pepys’s text. The polyglot’s spelling is more problematic, because Pepys had to construct it phonetically in shorthand and used contemporary forms.

Abbreviations have been expanded or modified. Pepys’s use of l. after digits to indicate a sum in pounds has been replaced with the £ sign to avoid confusion for a modern readership. To obtain a modern equivalent of the sums of money or prices Pepys cited, his figure should be multiplied by about 173 at the time of writing.46 Thus £5 provided to Elizabeth for a petticoat was the equivalent today of about £865.

Pepys’s use of paragraphs was careless. This can make some lengthy passages tiresome to read. Therefore, some additional paragraphing has been introduced where it is sensible to do so.

Pepys’s punctuation was limited mainly to a triangle of dots (.·.) or later in the diary a tick (√) to mark the start of a new sentence, brackets, dashes, and occasionally commas. He only occasionally used apostrophes. Consequently, it has always been necessary for editors to introduce some punctuation for clarification. The new transcriptions here have usually involved limiting this intervention and restoring Pepys’s stops, which were occasionally replaced by other editors with commas, dashes, or semi-colons. The editorial removal of Pepys’s sometimes curiously placed stops has a significant effect on the style and rhythm of the diary. However, in a few instances Pepys’s stops appear in the middle of sentences and those have been omitted to avoid confusion. Conversely, on 7 February 1669 Pepys was writing feverishly in a continuous stream. To preserve something of that pace and to show his mind working, the new transcription of that passage here does not include modern punctuation and reflects the original.

Dates: Pepys used ‘Old Style’ (Julian) calendar dates in accordance with Britain at the time. The dates given were therefore ten days behind those in Europe where the Gregorian calendar was followed. Britain did not switch over until 1752. New Year’s Day was legally 25 March, meaning that Pepys conventionally used dual dates for 1 January to 24 March as, for example, 1659/60 and 1660/61. Today 1 January 1659/60 is treated as 1660 and so on.

Throughout this book, other references to dates in Pepys’s diary appear. Some of these refer to diary entries not included in the present selection. In those cases, the reader should turn to the Latham and Matthews printed edition of the diary text or consult the most easily accessible online version (based on Wheatley’s edition but with amendments), available at the time of writing at https://www.pepysdiary.com/

It has been this editor’s good fortune to write many books, mainly on the ancient world. However, the opportunity to produce several concerning Samuel Pepys has been a particular privilege, especially this one. Learning to read Pepys’s diary in the original shorthand and to use that shorthand for over two decades routinely in everyday life has been an unmatched experience. During a lifetime spent in the pursuit of historical research no other figure has emerged from the past with such unnerving and compelling vividness, leaving this practitioner of Thomas Shelton’s Tachygraphy with the memorable fancy that Pepys is alive and well and sitting only inches away.

Guy de la Bédoyère

Welby, Lincolnshire, and Augusta, Western Australia, where this book began in 2024 and was completed in February 2025

Transcription conventions

Non-English words are italicized; where Greek words were represented in shorthand they have been transcribed here into Roman lettering, but if in longhand the Greek letters are retained; modern translations are indicated thus, [ ]; modifications or additions are indicated thus, < >; where Pepys used numerals these are normally retained; contracted names are silently expanded (but not forenames reduced to an initial only); additional or modified punctuation is silent but generally punctuation is as close as possible to Pepys’s original; Pepys’s variant longhand spellings of names are retained in the diary extracts but the individuals concerned are otherwise referred to with correct spellings.
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