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About the Book

How does Jeremiah Mount, the dealer in pornography, come to be the lover of the Duchess of Albermarle and the colleague of the great Samuel Pepys? In Pepys’ Diary, Jem Mount plays a shadowy role, but in Jem’s own memoirs Sam Pepys looms large. Friends and drinking partners at first, they become vicious rivals for fame and women. This ‘newly discovered autobiography’ – with its disconcerting echoes of our own time – brings a splendidly dubious hero to life.


About the Author

This is the second of Ferdinand Mount’s Tales of History and Imagination. The first, Umbrella, was described by the historian Niall Ferguson as ‘quite simply the best British historical novel in years’. Of Love and Asthma, which forms part of his other series, A Chronicle of Modern Twilight, was awarded the Hawthornden Prize for 1992. Ferdinand Mount is a Sunday Times columnist and has been Editor of the Times Literary Supplement since 1991.


Jem (and Sam)

A Revenger’s Tale

Ferdinand Mount
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Everyone born in Kent is born free.

Statutes of the Realm of Edward I

God taketh no notice of our prayers.

The Acts of the Witness of the Spirit of Lodowick Muggleton

Copperas or Green Vitriol is a mineral substance, formed by the decomposition of pyrites. Its colour is bright green, and its taste very astringent.

The British Cyclopedia


Introduction

When a Clerk working for the Great Western Railway dropped a half-finished cigarette in the waste-paper basket in my uncle’s study (his house being requisitioned ‘for the duration’ as the railway’s regional office), among the things that were badly scorched in the consequent inferno were all the records of the family, the various houses they had occupied, built or knocked down, and the business which they had sustained with ever slackening attention for more than two centuries: Mount & Page of Tower Hill, stationers, marine map-makers, booksellers and, with whatever cash they had managed to squeeze out of these lines, investors in anything going from soap to – well, in this age of openness let us have it out – slaves. Even before they were so singed, these plump bundles of paper had long since ceased to tickle our failing curiosity (I speak collectively, I was five and a half at the time) and they were shipped off to the County Record Office, where they lay undisturbed giving off that dismal odour of half-burnt things for fifty years or so.

It was not until a cold spring day in 1994 – I was watching one of the Cup semi-finals – that the telephone rang and an eager voice announced himself as the Assistant Archivist at the Kent Record Office and he had some exciting information for me if he was speaking to the right person. I didn’t catch his name because of the football commentary. When I switched it off, the commentary went on at the other end, and I could not help remarking that the information couldn’t be that exciting if he was watching the match at the same time.

He laughed and said that he always had to do two things at the same time, it was the only way he could keep out of mischief. This was the beginning of my friendship with Derek Olaf Dupree (‘Doddy’), my fellow editor and archivist extraordinaire, to whom this present volume is dedicated.

Somehow he persuaded me over the phone that it would be worth making the pilgrimage to Canterbury to view his discovery. When I came into his frowsty cubby-hole somewhere below the main reading-room, he had it there waiting for me: a dumpy box, of oak he said, about twenty inches in each of its dimensions.

‘Key?’

‘No need, the fire burnt the wood off the hinges. I’ve left it all just as I found it, in the reserve store where I do a bit of fossicking about at weekends. It was too big to fit in the ordinary files so they just shoved it down there. There was a lot of chaos after the war and the bombing.’

He stood back to allow me to open the box, his bustling figure stilled into a kind of reverence which he could not resist breaking into with:

‘There now – the memoirs of your forebear Jeremiah Mount. Or memorials, they would have said then.’

I took out one of the large brown leather ledgers which were piled in pairs and almost square. It was burnt at the edges, but the writing on the pages was mostly undamaged: a neat hand but so small as to be nearly illegible, the ‘a’s looking just like the ‘o’s, the ‘i’s like the ‘l’s.

‘I asked around,’ I said, ‘and none of us has ever heard of Jeremiah Mount. How exactly is he, was he, related?’

‘You’ll be amazed you ever asked that,’ he said.

‘And you think all this is worth deciphering?’

‘You’ll be amazed you ever asked that, too.’

‘Will you help me?’

‘I’m halfway through the first ledger already.’

Even after we had got the hang of Jeremiah’s handwriting, we were frequently puzzled not merely by the language of the late seventeenth century but also by the gaps and non-sequiturs in the text (we were to discover that much of it had been written late at night and after a couple of drinks). We have filled in the gaps where we could make a reasonable guess at the meaning. We have also modernised the spelling, and the punctuation, and replaced the occasional archaism and obscure word or phrase with their modern equivalents. For the reader’s further convenience, we have also included the relevant page from the Diary of Samuel Pepys wherever that immortal work covers the same day or incident as Jem’s memoirs.

But that is just the trouble. For to begin with, I found there was something distasteful about the task Doddy had pressed me into. Perhaps disappointing would be a better word. The ‘Mr Mount’ who pops up now and then in Pepys’s pages may not be a very alluring character. But he is sweetness and dignity compared to the character who emerges from Jem’s own account. Time and again I have muttered under my breath, Come on, endear yourself, but he wouldn’t. I began to wish for a kinsman of some moral substance, a personality whose life and opinions would bring alive the challenges and disappointments of his age, and so speak across the centuries, whispering a sort of solace to us in our own perplexities. But there it is, the past is a cussed place.

Yet as I ploughed on through the minuscule acres of Jem’s script, I found to my surprise, even to my shame, that I was starting to feel differently about my subject. His later years were certainly peculiar enough (though they did him little more credit than his youth), but I had fallen into the habit of making allowances for him. Why? Hard to say. I was somehow more passionately concerned for him, or on his side anyway, which is not quite the same thing.

And even when he was young, there was something about him, something kindred, I suppose.

Here they are then, the Memorials of Jeremiah Mount. My fellow editor wanted a fine title-page with an engraving, but I thought better not.


I

The Marsh

I REMEMBER FIRST the blossom.

It was apple blossom for the most part, but on the slope down towards the marshes there was a pear orchard as well. At first it appeared all white but then pink when I came close and ducked down under the boughs to escape from my schoolfellows, Tommy Court, Lob Loader and Bare-arse Jack Scott. I was always the one they chased, not because I was the runt of the litter but because I could show them the best sport. Jem for our hare, they would cluck, and off I went, running bent like an old man for miles under the apple boughs, until my hair was full of the blossom and my head was as hoary as my grandfather Ralph’s. But by then I would have lost the hounds and I could amble along the bank of the Drain – it has a learned name too, the River Reculver, but we all called it the Drain, for that was its usage – and I would draw aside the rushes and look down into the foul water in the hope of seeing a drowned maid or at least a water-rat. My mother was always telling stories about girls who had thrown themselves into the Drain because they’d been got with child. But I never saw anything there but a few sticklebacks. Then I would lie down in the grass to recover my breath and look back at the white blossom covering the hill. The day was so bright that I could not see where the hill ended and the sky began.

They were but low hills in our country, for the land was all marsh down to the sea five miles away. On a clear day, if there was no sun, you could descry (but barely) the ships roving out at anchor in Herne Bay and count their masts, the country was that flat. Our own church at Churn was itself as a ship with a queer spire like a mast and a hipped roof which had the aspect of sails. You could climb into the little gallery below the spire and fancy you were a cabin boy in the crow’s-nest, giving warning of land on the Spanish Main.

That gallery served also as a refuge from my mother. She was the one I took after, being tall and black. Even then I was nearly two yards tall like the late King and as dark as he, or black-avized, as our ponderous rector Mr Hignell would have said. My mother was not much shorter, but my father was a little fluffy man with red cheeks, and my sisters took after him, so that when my mother and I quarrelled we were as two ravens croaking at one another while a flock of fieldmice fled and hid themselves.

My father was seldom indoors and scarcely sat down to eat as he came in muttering some foolishness about the cows must be moved from one field to the other when he had only put them there the day before, and he would be out the back door again with his bread and cheese still in his hand. He was a futile restless man who always sold his calves too early or cut his hay too late. We did not bandy words for he could not abide prolonged discourse, except to his cows whom he would coax and reproach with all the speech he dared not use to us.

But my mother – ah my mother. Her voice was as resonant as a bell, but one that is cracked. I have heard Welshwomen with such voices, so that when they are talking to their husbands in bed, it is as though they were whispering fond nothings in your own ear. Not that my mother’s nothings were fond. Her perceptual powers belonged to the supernatural order. She could tell when I had failed to construe my Latin even before Mr Hignell our rector and schoolmaster had remarked on my errors, she knew when my underlinen was dirty though she had not seen it, when I had teased the neighbour’s cat before it mewed. Then would come that harsh low call – Jeremiah, Jeremiah – and the indictment exact to the last particular. When I complained that I was the universal scapegoat, my sisters would say that I was unkind and that she persecuted me because she loved me the best and expected the most of me. Did I not remember how she would tickle me and call me Jemmy Junket? But I could not explain how even these sunny interludes alarmed me for they were so precarious, the sun so easily turning to storms, the tickling to pinches and slaps. When I was almost grown, I must yet stand like St Sebastian while she supplemented her verbal injuries with her fists which struck as sharp as flints. So when I saw the storm brewing, I would slip out of the back door past my father singing lullabys to his flyblown herd and pelt up the spiral steps to the gallery.

It was an ancient church, and the parish was yet more ancient, founded by St Augustine himself, and second only to St Martin’s in Canterbury. Mr Hignell was much possessed with such matters and spent his hours of leisure (which were numerous, for he was an idle greasy man who never visited the sick and who paid a clerk to conduct his services) in useless study of the old charters and registers that were kept in the vestry.

The church possessed a mill upon the Drain and Mr Hignell had title to the revenues of it. But the water was so low and the current was so sluggish that except in times of flood it would not turn the mill wheel. In a dry summer the farmers took off their corn to the great mill at Stourmarsh and so Mrs Scott, a widow woman who kept the mill, had scarce a penny to feed her son and none to pay Mr Hignell.

One day we were lying on the bank by the race (though to call it a race is a melancholy irony, for it had barely strength enough to shift the water-daisies) and I saw Mr Hignell go into the mill with his broad black hat on, and the door shut behind him. The sun beat hot on our backs. We tickled Mary Court (Tommy’s sister) with straws and her face grew red and Tommy told us to stop and Bare-arse Jack (his mother was so poor he had once come to school with breeches that were torn at the back) said he would push Tommy into the stream but in pushing Tommy he pushed me too and I was the one who fell in, but even in the race the water came up no higher than my knees and I stood there wreathed in daisies like Ophelia swearing mock vengeance on Jack Scott. He towered there above me on the coping stone, tall and black as I was, his ragged breeches falling off him, shouting insults at me. Then behind him I saw the door of the mill opening and Mr Hignell clapping on his hat and Mrs Scott coming out and she was weeping.

Mr Hignell had them out of the mill before the week was done and we heard they left the country before the year was out. We knew no more of them which I was sorry at, for Bare-arse Jack made me laugh. It was not the last I knew of Mr Hignell, or of his lessons that were both tedious and painful. As is common in that profession, at least among schoolmasters who are bachelors, beating boys was his great diversion. If you misbehaved in church or were idle in lessons, he would have you held down by his poor creature, Voules the beadle, and waddle half a dozen yards back and then come at you with his birch, grunting like a pig as he came. I perceived that he took an unwholesome pleasure in this chastisement and after he had beaten me once for whistling in the graveyard and then for forgetting the theorem of Pythagoras (which has been of no value to me in my life) I resolved to take revenge upon him and to do it by striking at that which was dearest to him of all things in life, viz. his old charts.

He kept the key to the muniment chest behind the door to his scullery and I could have taken it without being seen, but I thought it more cunning to break open the chest with the old ploughshare which had been left in the farmyard, such as a robber might light upon and take to his use. One night towards the end of Lent when there was no moon, I stole down to the church, knowing that the lock on the vestry door had rusted, slipped in and smashed the lock on the chest, gathered up the oldest scrolls and books that I could see and ran with them down to the Drain, but I stumbled as I ran and dropped the scrolls into the ditch. The next morning I heard Mr Hignell crying from the lychgate of the church: Robbers, robbers, we are undone. I have never heard sweeter music. We ran in all directions to apprehend the monster who had done this deed. I ran towards the Drain. There they were, the silly scrolls, perched on the tops of the rushes, dripping with dew and mud and blossom. Oh Mr Hignell, look here, look here, I cried. I do believe these be, etc., etc. And the greasy fellow galloped panting down the path. Oh Jem, you’re an excellent fellow, yes here’s the so-and-so charter, and this is the register. And he picked up these old papers, with the blossom and the mud on them, and clasped them to his bosom as though they were his children, which they were, since no woman had been lunatic enough to permit Mr Hignell up her petticoats, and he had breath like a badger.

But then as he was chattering there with these stinking old rolls in his arms, all of a sudden he stops and looks at me. Jeremiah, he says, you were quick on the scent, very quick. Sir, I am a quick lad, anyone will tell you that. Yes, he says, so you are indeed. But he goes on looking at me, and although he said nothing more – for what more could he say? – I perceived at that moment the awful power of reputation and determined to acquire a reputation which should help rather than hinder my progress on this earth.

The rest of my family resembled my father and my sisters. They had curly hair and faces as red as the apples they grew for a living. There were plenty of us Mounts. The family had so many branches and they all grew apples (as they do to this day) except my father and thus prospered as he did not. All but me were named Ralph or Richard. The only way to tell one Mount from another was by the names of our villages. My father was Ralph Churn, his younger brother Richard Elmstead, his son my cousin Ralph was Ralph Elmstead, etc., etc. My cousin did not much care for his nickname which was Fluffy Ralph or Fluff. His curly hair was so thick and unruly that birds could have nested on it. That was the only unruly thing about Ralph. He was a neat boy. His breeches were always clean and his face shining. He was an excellent penman. The rector of Elmstead had declared his Latin verses to be the finest in Kent for his age. Sometimes Ralph would walk over from Elmstead which lay up in the Downs beyond Canterbury, ten miles off, for the pleasure of showing off his verses to Mr Hignell. In return, Mr Hignell would show him the old charters. I would skulk behind them squashing flies against the window pane. I stayed only because Mr Hignell would then invite us to dinner and he kept a magnifico’s table. He would give us a fine piece of roast beef or a rich mutton pie or a barrel of oysters or a jowl of salmon. He would drink a deal of sack and would put on a good humour, but I never saw my cousin Ralph merry. Fluff would drink but little, pleading that his head ached or that he had a pain in his cods (he was hypochondriac even as a youth). And when Mr Hignell cracked a feeble jest, he would smile as much as to say: ‘Ah, that’s a jest, I salute it, now may we pass on to more serious matters’, and he would begin to talk of the old charters and the other ancient rubbish that Mr Hignell kept in the vestry. In truth, it was as much to pique my cousin Ralph as to vex Mr Hignell that I stole the scrolls. And the day after they were found, I hit upon a droll device.

I knocked upon the vestry door and there as I surmised was Mr Hignell brushing and rubbing the mud off the books and scrolls. Mr Hignell, I said, don’t you think that Fluffy Ralph – I mean Ralph – will be much distressed to hear of all this? Why, you are right, boy, he says, you must go tell him, he loves these old things. But perhaps he knows already, I said. Why, what do you mean? How should he know? Oh I meant nothing, I said, with seeming innocence, nothing at all, news travels fast across the marsh. Why so it does, he said, and then fell to cleaning books again.

Five minutes later I asked: Who do you think stole these articles, Mr Hignell? I do not know, he said. It’s a strange thing, I said, an ordinary thief would not guess their value, it must have been a fanatic for books, some person who has an incurable passion for old papers, don’t you think so? That’s possible, he said pretending to be engrossed in his work, but I could see he was beginning to ponder. The thief must have been a young man, I said (the sport was coming a little near home here), an old man would not have the strength or the audacity for such a game. A young man . . . yes, you are probably right. And someone who is learned? Yes perhaps, he said. Perhaps Ralph would know of such a person, he goes to school in Canterbury and is hugger-mugger with scholars and booksellers. Perhaps, Mr Hignell replied.

I could see coursing through his brain as plainly as if it had been written in letters of fire on his forehead the thought: Ralph is the villain, I have been gulled, my trust has been betrayed. The jest was all the finer because he had no evidence to support his suspicion. He could only boil with impotent rancour, while Fluff would be much offended that his old patron was now so cold to him.

But that estrangement did not last long, for soon Ralph was to go up to London to be apprenticed to a bookseller on Tower Hill and Mr Hignell was mighty sorry, for who would listen to his tedious discourses now? Certainly not Jeremiah. I had other fish to fry. There was Mary Court, Tommy’s sister, who was tall as a lily, but she was too young and cried out when I tried to kiss her, and Tabitha, who was unwilling also but smelled of pickled herring so that I did not mind, and then there was Emma, darling Emm who had great bubbies and threw her skirts up as cheerfully as if she was hanging out her washing and laughed and groaned and had her pleasure so freely that I thought paradise had come. There was nobody to match Emm. She was the nonpareille. My mother called her a slut and said she would lead me to perdition, but she led me to Heaven – or Heaven’s gate. We would go down the path to the Drain and a little way along, where there was a field hidden by the hawthorns, she would plump herself down and say come on slow-worm and I would be down upon her and feeling her soft velvet and calling her chuck while she lay back shielding her eyes from the sun with her hand. And away beyond the fair forest of her hair across the marshes I saw the ships joggling at anchor in the bay. Or was it me joggling? Oh Jemmy, Jemmy, she would say so that it sounded like a catch such as dull morris men might dance to, but she would not admit me to the ultimate delight for fear of being got with child.

As we were thus engaged, two old men came along the path beside the field. We could see their heads above the cow parsley stalks but they could not see us. ’Tis the Dutch, says one. ’Taint, says the other. I warrant you those are Dutch bottoms, says the first. That’s good English oak, says the other. And so they went on, and we smothered our laughter, for we cared not at all whether the enemy was in the Thames or not.

When I see ships at anchor in a swell, when they rise and fall, and their masts clash and clink, I think of Emma, although she is long dead.

By the autumn, for all her protestations to me, she was with child and I was disgraced, for everyone loved Emm and blamed me for seducing her. It turned out the true criminal was Jack Scott, but he was already gone to New England to seek his fortune, and everyone knew that I had been walking with Emm. My reputation was sliding. I have forgot to say that when I pirated the papers from the muniment chest, a glint of gold caught my eye. Mr Hignell kept in the chest a gold seal with which he liked to seal his own papers and make believe he was Lord High Chancellor of Churn. This little bauble I snatched up and put in my pocket. I found it a pleasant sport to roll it around secretly in my fingers while playing the innocent in front of Mr Hignell.

Unfortunately, my mother made search of my pockets before my breeches were washed and she found the seal which she hastened to return to the greasy old parson. This is a serious matter, he grunted, you’ve brought shame upon your family, Jeremiah, you have betrayed my trust, the crime is too heinous to be atoned for by corporal chastisement (well, there was that much to be said for it, then), there is nothing for it but to take you before the magistrate and yet – he raised his hand to his heart with a grand gesture as though he were Burbage himself – ties of friendship may bind the strong arm of justice, I am a man of compassion, I am not blind to your mother’s tears. There had been no such tears, my mother repeating in much the same words how I had




























	* 1doz. copies: The Night-Walker; or, Evening Rambles in search after lewd women, with the various Conferences held with them.

	* six copies: The Raven Fleece: wherein a Dark Lady discovers her adventures among Men of Quality.

	* five copies (very rare): The Anatomy of Venus, a learned treatise upon the amorous science by a Doctor of Medicine in the University of Padua translated from the Italian.

	* Aretine’s Postures, translated from the Italian full and entire with the original illustrations.

	* Captain Cuttle’s Decameron, a collection of curious tales comical, romantic, astrological and fantastical, by the Author of The Strange Fate of Sebastian Shortbreech.

	* six copies: Jokes, Jests and Jollities by Portia Plackett, a woman of parts.
































Epilogue

But here the manuscript breaks off and another hand has written in a more flowing script:


These books removed for safe keeping

R. M. Whitstable, 17 May, 1695



On turning the page, I found an ancient newspaper cutting pasted in, so faded as to be scarcely legible and looking to be of much the same date as the manuscript. What it said was:


A strange and tragical accident interrupted the visit to Whitstable of the proprietor of a copperas factory at that fair port. Mr Richard Mount of the Mendfield House had purposed to inspect the works with his wife and a party of ladies and gentlemen from London, when a mechanic employed to run the copperas into coolers by a gross mischance slipped in up to his breast. Every assistance was given by Mr Knewstub, the manager of the works, and his men, but in twenty-four hours a mortification ensued and two hours after the man died at the World’s End, a tavern kept by Mrs Abigail Splint, where he lodged. His name was J. Churn.



‘How would Richard Mount have got hold of the memoirs?’

‘Oh,’ my fellow editor replied without hesitation, ‘he would have been quick to go through Jem’s things, to prepare himself for any revelations which might damage his social position, he had to destroy any incriminating material. He could have told Mrs Splint that he was anxious to make sure Mr Churn’s possessions were sent on to his relatives.’

‘Do you think she noticed the mysterious Mr Churn’s resemblance to Richard? Did Knewstub?’

‘They probably both did, but people were used to that kind of thing then. They’d hold their tongues to keep their job,’ Doddy said.

‘Anyway, RM’s son and his grandson kept the Mendfield House for most of the following century, so it worked out all right for them. Jem was like Banquo, I suppose, met an untimely death.’

‘“. . . thou shalt get Kings though thou be none.” Anyway, not so very untimely. By my calculations he was well into his sixties.’

‘Did Richard read it all, do you think?’

‘Yes, I imagine so, just to see what else he might find out about his father.’

‘In that case,’ I asked, ‘why didn’t he burn the memoirs after he had read them? I mean, they aren’t exactly a credit to the family name.’

‘No, I expect it was a kind of, well, piety,’ Doddy suggested. ‘Here was the last, the only record of his true parentage and it would have been somehow sacrilegious to get rid of it.’

I was not convinced by this and pressed on: ‘And why did Jem fall in the cooler? He must have known those platforms and ladders pretty well by then. You don’t normally hear of older workmen having the bad accidents. It’s usually the younger men, the ones who are more impetuous in their movements.’

‘Perhaps he was running to see his son,’ Doddy hazarded.

‘Or running away so as not to be seen by him.’

‘To spare him embarrassment, you think?’

‘Or not to be too much moved by seeing him again?’

‘You think so?’ Doddy said. ‘I think you’re giving Jem credit for too much delicacy.’

‘Not me,’ I said.

The archivist extraordinaire looked at me, grunted or smiled – perhaps both – and said he had to nip out to the bank before it closed.

After he had gone, an odd heaviness fell upon me. I felt almost paralysed and sat quite still for a minute or two, expecting the feeling to pass which it did but only to be succeeded by a clumsy restlessness. I stood up and began packing away the transcripts and the other papers and reference books we had been working on, but with a weird flurry as if there was some sort of closing time imminent. While I was shaking a pile of papers level on the table, my elbow knocked against the dumpy oak box and sent it crashing to the floor. I picked it up, put it back on the table, then began to put the original ledgers back in it. As I settled the last one in, there was a squeaky noise from the bottom of the box, quite faint and rather human, the kind of noise you might make when a child punches you in the stomach. I stood motionless for a few seconds. The noise seemed like a tiny protest. Then I took the ledgers out again, one by one, and felt the bottom of the box.

There was a bit of give in the bottom and another squeak, fainter still, when I pushed it down until there was no give left in it.

I put the box upside down and rapped it firmly on the bottom a couple of times. There was a slapping sound. Holding the box at an angle, I could see the delicately hinged flap that had come loose when the box had fallen. Prising it up with the tips of my fingers, I saw into the secret compartment.

How could we have been so stupid as not to realise that Jem would have been using one of his old captain’s portable libraries for his own?

There were only two objects in the secret compartment: a dusty, roundish thing and a piece of paper. The round thing had a minimal fragrance when I held it in my hand. It was shrivelled and studded with tiny black twiggy bits. When I blew the dust off it and held it to my nose, the fragrance seemed more familiar. I pulled off one of the tiny twigs and bit it. Cloves. A pomander. The one Nan gave him after his first visit to the Three Spanish Gypsies. I put the pomander back in the box and took out a piece of paper: stained, torn at one corner, the brown ink so faded that I had to take it to the window to read it. There were two lines of writing on it: the first easily legible in a tidy clerk’s hand: ‘To John Capps of HMS Lion seven pounds ten shillings’. Then below it, in a hastier scrawl: ‘paid to Mr Pepys’.


Notes

I The Marsh

Jem is Describing here the marshes of North Kent, between Canterbury and the Isle of Thanet, then as now a queer cut-off place with flint-and-ragstone churches rearing out of the low swampland, ancient, marooned, aloof, while half a mile away lorries roar by on their way to the Channel ports. Many of Jem’s kinsmen grow apples there to this day. Mount is still a common name in the Canterbury telephone book. The weirdness of Romney Marsh – which lies to the south-east on the other side of the North Downs – is legendary and noted by Wells, Dickens and Kipling (the saying ‘The world, according to the best geographers, is divided into Europe, Asia, Africa, America and Romney Marsh’ is first found in The Ingoldsby Legends, 1840–7). But the marshes round Churn are stranger still. Something about the sea light perhaps.

Although Jem gives no date, these fears of Dutch competition and of actual invasion must date from the late 1640s, when Jem would have been about sixteen. He nowhere gives us his date of birth, and the Churn parish register for those years has long been lost. The First Dutch War did not break out until 1652. It was in the Second Dutch War (1665-7) that Jem played a remarkable if brief part.

The erotic works mentioned here as part of Jem’s stock have mostly disappeared, apart from Aretine’s Postures, and The Night-Walker, a bestseller of the day. Waggoners Pilot was the standard series of chart-books which preceded The English Pilot and, later, Great Britain’s Coasting Pilot, of which we shall hear more. Waggoner was an Anglicisation of the Dutch surname Waghenaer. Many of the best early sea-charts were Dutch and accordingly pirated by unscrupulous English publishers, including Mount & Page.

II The Shop

John Aubrey also quotes the verse about the Five Women-Barbers in his portrait of General Monck. Like many other chroniclers of the time, he is scornful of Nan’s origins. Snobbery, a fruitful failing in a diarist, tends to handicap historians.

The Three Spanish Gypsies seems to have been one of the most successful mercer’s shops of its day. Yet its proprietor Thomas Radford has disappeared into thin air. Even in his own time, nobody knew when he died or what happened to his fortune.

William Fisher, Jr, had been in business as a stationer on Postern Row, Tower Hill, since the late 1630s. It was this same business that Richard was to marry into and bequeath to his sons.

Postern Row was a row of houses that formerly stood in the middle of the present roadway on the north side of the Tower and had once ended at the Postern Gate of the old City wall. After the wall was demolished, Postern Row remained for another century and was itself demolished only in the nineteenth century when the road was widened as an approach to the new Tower Bridge. Apart from the premises in Postern Row, Richard Mount also owned a house at the back, in George Yard, where there was a toll bar (no doubt to compensate for the expense originally incurred in breaking through the wall), and the family collected the fees until 1766, when Parliament passed an Act to demolish the remainder of the wall and all the City gates. When becalmed in traffic beside the Tower, I like to think of Richard and his sons coming home from business in the evening and looking in at the tollbooth to inquire about the day’s takings.

The menagerie in the Tower of London continued in existence from Edward I’s time until 1834, when the last animals were moved to the new London Zoo.

The story of Jeremiah’s first meetings with the Two Messengers is described in The Acts of the Witness of the Spirit of Lodowick Muggleton (II.5 and III.4). Apart from the meeting recorded here, other contacts must have occurred for years after Jem lost his faith, because there is even a reference to one in the Calendar of State Papers: Charles II-4, Oct. 28 1663 ‘68. Jer. Mount to Mr Muggleton, of London. Private affairs. Sends letters to be forwarded.’ Yet there is nothing of this connection even in the immortal edition of Pepys’s Diary by R. C. Latham and W. Matthews, to which all Pepysians owe an unending debt. To this day, Jeremiah has succeeded in keeping dark his Muggletonian past. It was no way to get on in the Restoration Civil Service.

Mary Court married Ralph Mount in January 1654. Jem, unreliable in so much else, usually gets his dates right.

It may seem odd to us that General Monck should have been sent to command the fleet, knowing little or nothing of naval tactics or indeed of the sea. But life was less compartmented then, and Monck did beat the Dutch in this the First Dutch war. The Second Dutch War a decade later, when Monck was Commander-in-Chief, did not go so well.

III The Palace

The Cockpit, where Jem lodges in Peter Llewelyn’s old rooms, stood roughly where the Cabinet Office now stands. Much the same business is carried on there today, but only a few fragments of the old buildings remain.

I do not understand why the French should have complained that the London smog was blighting their vines, when the prevailing wind was then as now in precisely the opposite direction.

On 16 December 1653, Oliver Cromwell was declared by the Instrument of Government to be ‘Lord Protector for his life’. Among many other palaces and states, Hampton Court and Whitehall were vested in ‘the present Lord Protector and the succeeding Lord Protectors’. Cromwell took up residence at Hampton Court in April 1654, with several squatters from Kingston still in situ. Parliament allotted him £54,000 a year for the upkeep of his estates, rising to £100,000 in the last year of his life. Furniture and works of art valued at £35,497 which had belonged to Charles I were put at his disposal. Three of his daughters, Betty, Mary and Frances, and their husbands all had lodgings in Hampton Court.

This first meeting between Jem and Sam must have taken place some time in 1655, because Pepys and Elizabeth were married in December that year.

IV The Barge

Alan Broderick, a drunken crony of Clarendon’s, told his master that Nan was an ‘extreme good woman’ and ‘because it was (as she saith frankly) her old trade, she would save the king half in buying linen for his tables and beds’ (Clarendon State Papers iii.739). Others were not so appreciative. Thurloe described Nan as ‘an ugly common whore’, and Pepys could not stand her. Her greed on behalf of her relatives was much remarked on, though such behaviour was the norm among those of nobler birth than Nan.

While sailing with Mountagu to fetch the King, Pepys had been put in charge of his patron’s eldest son, Edward (‘the child’), then aged twelve, who kept on disappearing during their visits to Delft and the Hague, partly because Pepys was trying to pick up a woman. He had no luck.

Edward Mountagu, Earl of Sandwich (1625-72) was the son of a Royalist but himself joined the Parliamentary side, fought at Marston Moor and Naseby and then retired to his estates at Hinchingbrooke before returning to politics as a moderate friend and ally of Cromwell’s in the 1650s. Tired of revolutionary instability, he went over to the King and brought him back from exile and was accordingly showered with honours. As an Admiral, he won a brilliant victory at Lowestoft in the Second Dutch War, then fell out of favour, but resumed his command in the Third Dutch War, though opposed to it, and died in the Battle of Sole Bay. Linguist, musician and artist, he shared many of Pepys’s tastes, and traits – being talented, secretive, lecherous and ambitious – but they drifted apart before his death. His mother was Paulina, the daughter of John Pepys of Cottenham, usually described as Samuel’s aunt, in fact, great-aunt, but by a slippage of the generations Sandwich was only eight years older than his first cousin once removed, the tailor’s son, and on occasion Sam was not too subservient to shrink from giving ‘my lord’ unwelcome advice, such as that he must give up his mistress.

Sir John Robinson (1625-80) was Lieutenant of the Tower for nearly twenty years after the Restoration. He had been a colonel in the Civil War and Master of the Clothworkers’ Company. Pepys shared Jem’s opinion of him. His interminable views on the traffic problems of the City were a well-known conversational hazard of the day.

V The Tower

Before the Civil War, the Palace had no less than three tennis courts. After the Restoration, one was converted into Monmouth’s lodgings, another which had been converted under the Commonwealth into a garden belonging to Sandwich’s apartments was converted back into a tennis court, much to his annoyance, by Captain Thomas Cooke, Master of the Tennis Court for nearly forty years. There is no record of his employing M. de la Tuile. Charles II was an extremely keen player. It is hard to tell quite how good he was; Pepys says: ‘To see how the King’s play was extolled without any cause at all was a loathsome sight though sometimes indeed he did play very well and deserved to be commended; but such open flattery is beastly.’ The King liked to weigh himself before and after playing. After the game, he had sweated off 4½ pounds. Prince Rupert was also a keen player.

The Counter or Compter was the name given to the two prisons owned by the City and used for the punishment of civil offences, one in Great Wood Street, the other in Poultry. Both were destroyed in the Fire and rebuilt.

Alexander (d.1672) and Dorothea (b. 1609) St Michel: he was the son of a minor nobleman of Anjou, disinherited for turning Protestant and so came to England. After being dismissed from Henrietta Maria’s court, he went to Ireland where he married, in about 1639, Dorothea who was the widow of Thomas Fleetwood of Co. Cork. The children, Elizabeth and Balthazar – the erratic Balty – are said to have been born in Devon.

Prince Rupert (1619-82), son of the Elector Frederick and James I’s daughter Elizabeth. Commanded the Royalist Navy (1648-52) and was an Admiral in the Second and Third Dutch Wars, as brilliant a naval commander as he had been as a cavalry leader in the Civil War. Also a keen entrepreneur and trader, engraver and scientific dabbler or ‘projector’, the pejorative term used by his critics.

Will Hewer (1642-1715) was Pepys’s office-boy-cum-manservant, then moved with Pepys to the Admiralty in 1673, becoming Chief Clerk in 1674 and Judge Advocate-General in 1677. He was also briefly imprisoned by the incoming regime in 1679, used the same shorthand as his old master, and kept a diary (mostly lost). He made a huge fortune, no one is quite sure how. Bought what is now No. 12 Buckingham Street, then York Buildings, and shared it with Pepys. Also bought a country house in Clapham which he filled with Indian and Chinese curiosities and of which we are to hear more.

James Pierce was in fact the most celebrated naval surgeon of the day. He had been surgeon in the Naseby before the Restoration, rose to become Surgeon-General of the Fleet in the Second and Third Dutch Wars. Introduced hospital ships and the keeping of proper medical records. His report on the treatment of the sick and wounded is a landmark in military medicine. He was also surgeon to the Duke of York and other members of the royal household, hence his fund of gossip. His beautiful wife Elizabeth bore him nineteen children.

VI The Laboratory

The stained-glass window of Catherine of Aragon and the wretched Prince Arthur, originally intended for Henry VII’s chapel at Westminster, first found its way to Waltham Abbey, then at the Dissolution of the Monasteries was transferred to Beaulieu and buried underground to preserve it from destructive Puritans, and then transferred again to New Hall at the Restoration. In the eighteenth century, it was sold to a Mr Conyers for £50, who in turn sold it to the parishioners of St Margaret’s, Westminster for 400 guineas. Today the window forms the East window of St Margaret’s, Westminster. It is the most beautiful window in London and one of the strangest survivals. New Hall still stands, or a large part of it does, a low rambling palace outside Chelmsford. Since 1799, it has been the property of the canonesses of the Holy Sepulchre, which is a nice revenge on the atheist Bucks.

In most respects, the Duke of Buckingham, ‘fiddler, chemist, buffoon’, was, as Dryden says, everything by starts and nothing long, but his passion was at least sustained in two fields: women and chemistry, of the applied sort (he hoped to make some money out of the latter to pay for the former). He took out a patent for making mirrors, drinking glasses and coach glasses and imported Venetian workmen for his Lambeth factory.

The Chelmsford doctor’s decoction of willow bark was in fact a primitive form of aspirin, quite common at the time although it took modern science another two centuries to manufacture an artificial compound (acetylsalicylic acid) with the same effects as were clearly spelled out by Culpeper. The word Aspirin is first found in 1899.

Throughout the Great Plague, it was frequently rumoured that evil men who knew they had the Plague would spend their last few days consorting with those they had grudges against. Many similar stories have been told during the Aids epidemic, but few actual cases proven, then or now.

Despite the glass case, the Lord Mayor of London, Sir John Laurence, was on the whole thought to have had a ‘good Plague’, as, of course, had Monck, Pepys, Evelyn and anyone else who stayed in London.

The ring was indeed left to Jem in Peter Llewelyn’s will, though it was not there described.

The Great Fire shows Pepys at his best: quick, decisive, inventive. As soon as he saw that nobody was doing anything effective to combat it, he went straight to the King at Whitehall, got his permission to create firebreaks by demolishing buildings that lay in the Fire’s path, then rushed back to the Lord Mayor whom he met in Canning Street ‘like a man spent, with a handkerchief about his neck’. To the King’s message, he cried like a fainting woman ‘Lord, what can I do? I am spent. People will not obey me. I have been pulling down houses. But the fire overtakes us faster than we can do it.’ It was not until the King and the Duke came down in person that afternoon that the orders began to be obeyed, by which time the fire was unstoppable. Even then, Pepys managed to save the Navy Office by getting dockyard hands from Woolwich and Deptford to blow up the houses round about.

Pepys was just as much taken by surprise as everyone else by the Dutch raid up the Medway. Although he had had reliable report on the Saturday of a Dutch fleet of eighty sail off Harwich and of gunfire heard to the north-east of London the night before, he spent an agreeable weekend, including a visit to his mistress Mrs Martin, and a boat-trip up the river. It was only on the Monday that he rushed down to Deptford to get the ships ready. When he returned to London and, on the Wednesday, heard that the Dutch had broken the chain, he decided to send his wife and father into the country immediately with £1,300 in gold in their night-bag. His clerk Gibson was sent off to Huntingdon with 1,000 guineas. Pepys himself wore an extremely cumbersome girdle containing £300 in gold. He also had £200 in silver coin, which was too bulky to carry. He thought of throwing it into the earth closet but worried about how to get it out again.

Commissioner Peter Pett (1610–72) succeeded his father as Navy Commissioner (superintendent of the dockyard) at Chatham. Since the family almost monopolised offices in the Thames yards, they had already come under attack for corruption and embezzlement, and it was natural that he should be made scapegoat for the disaster of the Medway. As Marvell put it in Last Instructions to a Painter:


After this loss, to relish discontent,

Some one must be accused by Parliament;

All our miscarriages on Pett must fall;

His name alone seems fit to answer all.



There then follows a bravura sequence of rhyming couplets, each detailing some fresh blunder and the last word of each being ‘Pett’.

Yet afterwards Pett was merely sent to the Tower for a short time, then examined by the House of Commons, and finally, despite talk of impeachment, allowed to retire into private life – one of those examples of the capriciousness of retribution in public life that often surprise one’s expectations.

VII The Hospital

Nan died at the end of January 1670, two months after Elizabeth Pepys, three weeks after her husband and a month after her son’s wedding. Elizabeth was buried in St Olave’s, Hart Street, the Navy Office church. A poignant bust of her, showing the liquid eyes and goofy teeth, is skied on the north wall of the chancel. Nan was buried alongside her husband in the Henry VII Chapel, where her son and daughter-in-law later came to join her.

The Committee for Accounts, later called the Brooke House Committee from its meeting place, was nominated at the end of 1667 to inquire into the misconduct of the war and, more generally, the management of the Navy, but it did not get into its stride for another two years. Pepys’s brilliant performance before the Committee in March 1668 was only an hors d’oeuvre to the hearings in January and February 1670 at which the King intervened to save Pepys and himself. After this, there were no more hearings, and the Committee lapsed when Parliament was adjourned. Richard Ollard’s Life of Pepys disentangles the whole imbroglio beautifully.

The murder of the beadle in Whetstone Park presented the King with a difficult choice: either to let off both his beloved Monmouth and old Monck’s son or to appease the righteous anger of public opinion. He chose the first, a politically damaging move which was held against him for some time.

New Bedlam was built more or less on the site presently occupied by Liverpool Street Station in fifteen months between April 1675 and July 1676, and continued to be London’s leading lunatic asylum, until in 1815 the 122 remaining inmates were transferred by hackney coaches to the third Bethlehem Hospital across the river in St George’s Fields at a cost of £18. By a coarse irony, in 1936 this third Bedlam became the Imperial War Museum after the patients moved out to Kent. Cibber’s two stone figures, all that remains of the Moorfields Bedlam, still belong to the Bethlem Royal Hospital’s Museum at Beckenham.

James Carcase was put in Bedlam for posing as a priest and other eccentric behaviour. He was one of the more popular patients with upper-class visitors, and his book, Lucida Intervalla, contains several poems addressed to them. Lucida Intervalla, published in a crudely printed edition in 1679, may well be the first book to have been published by a Bedlamite.

The Popish plot, though invented by Titus Oates and eagerly backed by republicans and malcontents such as Shaftesbury and Buckingham, clearly owed a great deal to the fertile imagination of John Scott, and the Dog and Dripping Pan (a real tavern) was probably the centre of operations for the whole business which is marvellously described by Sir Arthur Bryant in The Years of Peril, the second part of his great three-volume life of Pepys. We owe much to Pepys himself who became obsessed with Scott and put together two volumes of evidence against that nonpareil of seventeen-century conmen, calling it ‘My Book of Mornamont’ after an imaginary castle that Scott claimed to possess.

Theories of conception have varied so enormously in the pre-modern era that it sometimes seems as though every fancy which could come into a human brain had been proposed. One of my favourites is the belief practised by French aristocrats that if they bound up their left testicle before intercourse, they would be more likely to conceive a boy, the right side being the dominant or male side. The Duchess’s theory was, as Will Symons claimed, common practice at the time, though we may doubt whether it was seriously believed or only a convenient fiction for getting an heir.

There is a fair case to be made for Kit’s tactics against Monmouth. By strictly obeying orders and holding back till Monmouth came towards Devon, Kit allowed him to be picked off and defeated decisively. The trouble was that it was not Kit who did the picking off. He was thus blamed for the palpitations the rebellion had caused and given no credit for the victory – a fate often suffered by the first commander in any campaign.

VIII The Island

Sir William Phipps (1651–95), the restorer of Kit’s fortune, began life as a ship’s carpenter and later became a merchant captain at Boston, Mass. After his treasure-seeking years, he returned to Massachusetts, where he led several naval expeditions against the French, though he failed to take Montreal. He eventually became Governor of Massachusetts, in which capacity he did nothing much to restrain the witchcraft mania then in full spate.

Richard Mount was bound apprentice to William Fisher on 10 January 1669 when he was barely fourteen years old. He married Sarah Fisher, his employer’s daughter, in 1682. In 1684, the name of the business was changed to R. Mount, but it was probably still a partnership, as William Fisher was to live another seven years, though ‘very infirm’. Richard began to print Great Britain’s Coasting Pilot in the 1680s, and the firm continued to reissue the charts for another century or more. The Harwich chart, dedicated to Pepys at the zenith of his fame and power, was one of the earliest, dated 1686.

Hans Sloane (1660-1753) was born in County Down, studied medicine in Paris and Montpellier, was elected Fellow of the Royal Society in 1685 and its Secretary from 1693 to 1712, and later President from 1727 to 1741. He published the two volumes of his great Natural History of Jamaica – which is a travelogue as well as a botanical survey – in 1707 and 1725. He became an extremely fashionable physician, being consulted by Queen Anne and almost everyone else. Despite his generosity to poor patients, he grew rich enough to purchase the manor of Chelsea (hence Sloane Street and Hans Place). He bequeathed his collection to the nation. Under the guidance of Horace Walpole and others, this became the nucleus of the British Museum, whose first home, oddly enough, was to be Montague House, where both he and his collection had lodged sixty years earlier. He also founded the Chelsea Physick Garden, and the statue of him by Rysbrack, now much weathered, which used to be in the Physick Garden, now stands indoors in the hall of the present British Museum on the site of the old Montague House.

It may seem peculiar that Sir Henry Morgan should have achieved such respectable status in later life, being known to posterity as a pirate (Captain Morgan’s Rum being only one echo of his fame), but the edge of empire was a rough and insecure place. The distinction between privateers, pirates and acknowledged servants of the Crown was blurred, and all assistance in holding territory and exacting tribute was gratefully welcomed. Morgan’s terrible massacre at Lake Maracaibo was conducted under the official British auspices of the then governor of Jamaica, Sir Thomas Modyford.

The Muggletonians had a network of supporters across the Empire. Never very numerous and never attracting any socially important adherents, the religion was the only one of the Dissenting sects, apart from the Quakers, to survive the storms of the seventeenth century and to linger on into our own. Once shorn of the primitive materialism of John Reeve, Muggletonianism contained virtually no ritual and was not much encrusted by superstition and thus stood up quite well to the buffetings of nineteenth-century science. The last known Muggletonian, Philip Noakes, a farmer, of Matfield, Kent, died in 1979.

The Prince of Wales, later the Old Pretender, was born on 16 June 1688. Kit died on 6 October 1688. William of Orange landed at Torbay the following month. The Duchess and her party did not set sail until 15 March 1689. They landed at Plymouth on 30 May.

Pepys resigned the Secretaryship of the Admiralty on 20 February 1689, was imprisoned in the Gatehouse between May and July, resigned the Trinity House in August. He was again briefly imprisoned in the Gatehouse the following year before finally retiring into private life.

IX The Coffee-House

Kit’s will was the cause célèbre of the time, beginning shortly after his death and not being fully resolved until 1709, by which time Lord Bath was dead, Ralph Mountagu was dying and almost all of those who had originally hoped to benefit were dead, except the mad Duchess, who was by then entirely out of her wits.

Coffee was first introduced into England from Arabia and sold in Oxford at various establishments along the High Street in the early 1650s. By the late 1650s, the City was full of coffee-houses. Tea, cocoa, sherbet, and later pills and potions, were also sold. Doctors would call on coffee-houses at specified hours to see their patients. The first mention of Lloyd’s coffee-house dates from the end of the 1680s, but marine broking and insurance were no doubt carried on at other coffee-houses, such as Jonathan’s and Garraway’s, well before that date. The present Stock Exchange is the lineal descendant of Jonathan’s, just as the Shipping Exchange originated in the Baltic coffee-house. The remarkable thing about Lloyd’s was that it remained a coffee-house throughout nearly a century of its progress towards becoming the world’s greatest insurance market. In fact, it seems to have retained something of its old informal character up to the present day, which may help to explain its downfall as well as its long supremacy.

Half the fortune-hunters in the English nobility appear to have paid court to the Duchess in her widowhood. Ralph Mountagu’s stratagem sounds incredible, but it is attested to not only by that usually reliable gossip Horace Walpole but by other sources such as Granger’s Biographical History. The story was also appropriated by several dramatists of the period.

The so-called China trade was in full flood by the end of the seventeenth century, but as early as 1613 a ‘cabinet of China worke’ was given as a wedding present to Princess Elizabeth, James I’s daughter. Gilt cabinets, embroidered cushions, lacquer chests, bedsteads and boxes were already being produced in English workshops, as well as the pseudo-Chinese pottery coming out of Delft and Nevers. London directors of the East India Company began to complain that genuine Indian fabrics being sent over were not suitable for the English market. Patterns had to be sent out to India to show Indian workmen how the English envisaged works ‘in the China fashion’. The story took an extra twist when these articles, further cross-bred by the Indian weavers, were then in the eighteenth century exported as novelties to China itself. ‘Japanesed’ cabinets were made as far north as Scotland and as far west as New England. Blue-and-white chinoiserie jugs and plates were made at Lambeth and Bristol, Chinese tapestries and screens in Soho. The distinction between India, China and Japan was never clearly established in the minds of either customers or designers.

Throughout the war with France which followed the accession of William III and Mary II, British and Dutch merchantmen were constantly harried by French cruisers and privateers. But all previous losses were overshadowed by the disaster which overtook the Smyrna Fleet in May 1693. The 400 vessels had been waiting months for an escort and thought themselves well enough protected by Rooke’s 20 men-of-war. But Tourville slipped out of Brest and joined up with the Toulon squadron just round the tip of Portugal and destroyed or captured nearly 200 merchantmen. Although the Dutch, still far ahead in the carrying trade, lost more, the damage to English merchants and underwriters was so shattering that a Bill was brought in to help the underwriters, who included Daniel Defoe, or Foe as he was called in this one of his many diverse ventures. The Bill passed the Commons, but the Lords, influenced by the pleas of the creditors, threw it out, and legislation to regulate insurance had to wait for the second shattering blow a generation later, the South Sea Bubble.

The Mr Harrison mentioned here is Edward Harrison whose Idea Longitudinis was one of the first books Richard Mount published; it has never been heard of since. Sixty years later, the firm also published the trail-blazing work of John Harrison (no relation, so far as we know): The Principle of Mr Harrison’s Time-Keeper (1767). In the furious controversy over the best method of measuring one’s easterly or westerly position at sea – a controversy which, through Dava Sobel’s little book, has excited our own day almost as much as it excited eighteenth-century England – Mount & Page scored a double hit by publishing not only the most celebrated work by ‘Longitude’ Harrison but also the works of his unyielding rival, the Astronomer-Royal Sir Nevil Maskelyne, who for so long denied John Harrison the £20,000 price offered by the Longitude Act of 1714. Even if poor Edward Harrison had found the answer, he would have been too early for the prize.

It is not known when Richard Mount acquired his holding in the copperas house at Whitstable, but he must have been doing pretty well, for the Mendfield House was one of the larger establishments in what was a particularly thriving trade at the time. Richard and his heirs continued as proprietors of the Mendfield House until 1791, by which time copperas was about to be replaced by synthetic chemical dyes. Unlike Jem, the rest of the family knew when to sell, which is – a sad fact of life, I think – more important than knowing when to buy.

A plaque still marks the site of these grim early-industrial establishments on the Recreation Ground, Tankerton Road, Whitstable.

X The Shore

Jem can hardly be blamed for believing that no other Clerk to the Council had kept a journal or a book of memorials. Pepys told only a couple of intimates of his Diary and only Will Hewer knew Shelton’s system of shorthand which Pepys used. The Diary, with ‘Journal’ clearly printed on the spines, languished undeciphered on the shelves of Magdalene College, Cambridge, for more than a century before the successful publication of Evelyn’s Diary spurred the dozy dons into action.

Richard Mount lived on until 1722 when he died, at the age of seventy, of a fall from his horse when he was riding over London Bridge. He, like his wife Sarah and her father William Fisher, was buried in St Katharine by the Tower, a church obliterated a hundred years later by the building of Telford’s massive new dock. Frugal to the last (his motto was Prudenter et constanter), he desired that the £60 which might otherwise have been spent on his funeral be divided among his poorer relatives at Elmstead. Modest his funeral might have been, but there was a sermon preached at it by the celebrated Presbyterian minister John Newman, in which he described Richard as ‘a hearty friend to the Societies of Reformation of Manners and Suppression of Vice’ who did greatly lament the growing wickedness of the Time and Place in which he lived’. Was Richard thinking of his father in these lamentations? The sermon was afterwards printed together with ‘Some short heads of advice left by the Deceased to his Children and found under his own hand’. The advice included a warning to ‘be very cautious of being decoyed by the specious pretence of projectors or of trusting others too far in the management of any part of your Estate and have a care of adventuring in hazardous undertakings’ – all of which was advice that might have been better addressed to Richard’s father than to his sons, who turned out to be as prudent as he himself had been.

That eccentric rascal John Dunton, in his memoirs The Life and Errors of John Dunton (1705), describes my six-times-great-grandfather thus:


Mr Mount is not only a moderate, but has a natural antipathy to excess; he hates hoarding either money or goods, and being a charitable man, values nothing but by the use of it, and has a great and tender love for truth. He deals chiefly in paper and sea books, and is a hearty friend to the present government. He was Master of the Stationers Company for three years, 1717–19, and gave the Clock to their Court room.



Such unmitigated virtue was unlikely to be forgiven. I don’t know what has become of the clock.
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