
                                           On this day………

On the rare occasions when I don’t have a book on the go I dip occasionally into the 
diaries of Samuel Pepys. What might he have been up to on this particular day 
during the decade that he kept the diary? The first entry was on January 1st 1660 
and the last on May 31st 1669, so that there is a choice of entries to pick from. As I 
write, today is the 5th of December 2015. On the 5th of December 1660 Pepys tells 
us that after dinner he went to the new theatre to see the “Merry Wives of Windsor” 
acted.

 “The Country gentleman and the French Doctor were very well done, but the rest 
but very poorly, and Sir John Falstaff was as bad as any. From thence I went to my 
father’s and there found my mother was still ill of the stone and hath just newly 
voided one, which she hath let drop into the chimney, and couldn't find it to show 
me…”

 An entry displaying two of Pepys’ principal interests, - his passion for culture and 
his preoccupation with basic bodily functions, (too much information at times, some 
might feel).

The diary is an astonishing achievement. In total it amounts to a million and a 
quarter words and was of course compiled at the same time as his increasingly 
onerous duties as administrator of the navy. Although it is written in an early form of 
shorthand its composition must nevertheless have consumed many hours a week. 
But Pepys seemed blessed with a strong constitution. He had survived an operation 
for gallstones (1658), the plague (1665), the great fire of London (1666) and two 
months incarceration in the Tower of London (1679). (Unfortunately he had stopped 
writing his diary by then.) 

Pepys seems to have had, what is called in today’s psychobabble, a “type A 
personality”, (as did Mrs Thatcher, some say). He could thrive on very little sleep 
and when he states at the start of so many diary entries: “up betimes and to the 
office” he was not joking. In summer he usually started work at 4 am. At the other 
end of the day he was still full of energy and enthusiasm, -  for theatre visits, music, 
dancing and, it has to be said, for quite a lot of hanky-panky.

Pepys married in December 1655 Elizabeth St. Michel, the pretty daughter of a 
Huguenot refugee from France. She was only 14 years old, but such young brides 
were not that unusual at this time. Although Pepys repeatedly professes his love for 
her in the diary, the marriage seems to have been rather turbulent, with constant 
rows and arguments. It was not helped by his frequently roving eye, and in his 
entries Pepys makes no attempt to hide or gloss over this aspect of his character. 
Any pretty girl with an ample bosom was likely to receive the attention of his 
groping hands. In the diaries fumbling mode is signalled by a change of language: a 
mixture of French, Spanish and Italian marks a not very successful attempt to 
conceal what his intentions are, here for example with one of his seemingly quite 
willing victims, Mrs Tooker:



…by and by comes little Mrs. Tooker and sat and supped with me and I kept her very 
late, making her comb my head and I did what I will  with her et tena grande plaisir 
con ella, tocando sa cosa con mi cosa, and hazendo la cosa par cette moyen. So 
late to bed…

Elizabeth was unaware of these infidelities until the occasion in 1668 when she 
caught him in flagranti with her friend, companion and servant, Deb Willett. This 
caused a major bust-up with Elizabeth, and Pepys promised henceforth to mend his 
ways, although later entries in the diary show that he was still prepared to betray his 
wife should the opportunity arise. In 1670, perhaps to placate and appease 
Elizabeth, he took her to Paris. On the return journey she caught typhoid fever and 
died, aged 29.

The last entry in the diary is on May 31st 1669. For some time Pepys had been 
worried about his deteriorating eye sight. Perhaps so many hours writing by candle 
light had contributed to this problem and he feared that he was going blind. From 
now on he kept only occasional short journals, - more’s the pity, say most 
historians, for Pepys’ comments and insights on events in the latter part of his life 
would have been of the same immense value as his descriptions of the plague and 
the fire of London. Pepys died in London on the 26th of May 1703 aged 70 and is 
buried with his wife a St. Olave’s church, Hart Street, London.

Here is the entry for December 5th, 1663 which demonstrates quite typically the 
detail that Pepys commits to his diary on his daily routine and just how committed 
he was to his responsibilities as naval administrator:

    Up pretty betimes: that is about 7 o’clock, it being now dark then. And so get me 
ready with my clothes, breeches and warm stockings, and by water with Henry 
Russell, cold wet and windy, to Woolwich to a hemp ship there; and stayed looking 
upon it and giving directions as to the getting it ashore, and so back again, very 
cold, at home, without going on shore anywhere,  at about 12 o’clock, and fearful of 
taking cold. So dined at home and shifted myself, and so all the afternoon at my 
office till night, and then home to keep my poor wife company; and so to supper and 
to bed.  
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