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Preface
(64) PRECURSOR, antecedent, predecessor, forerunner, van-courier, outrider, avant-courrier.
Prelude, preamble, preface, prologue, avant-propos, proemium, prolusion, preludium, proem, prolepsis, prolegomena, prefix, introduction, frontispiece, groundwork.


Since first rolling off the presses of London’s Longman, Brown, Green and Longmans in June 1852, Roget’s Thesaurus of English Words and Phrases has emerged as one of the most recognizable books in the English language. A proprietary eponym like Coke or Kleenex, Roget’s has sold nearly forty million copies.
Though nearly everyone is familiar with Roget’s, few people know anything about Peter Mark Roget, the eminent nineteenth-century polymath—physician, physiology expert, mathematician, inventor, writer, editor, and chess whiz—and what motivated him to write this immortal book.
Obsessed with words ever since he began studying Latin as a schoolboy, Roget completed a first draft of the Thesaurus (the Latin word for “treasure” or “treasury”) in 1805, when he was just twenty-six. Then working as a physician in Manchester, Roget managed to crank out this string of word lists in less than a year.
However, it was not until his retirement from science, in 1848, at the age of sixty-nine, that Roget took on the challenge of finishing the Thesaurus. The still spry Roget worked nonstop for nearly four years to prepare the book for publication. He would continue to tinker with his masterpiece until his death at the age of ninety in 1869, having watched over the publication of some twenty-eight editions.
Roget’s Thesaurus of English Words and Phrases Classified and Arranged So as to Facilitate the Expression of Ideas and Assist in Literary Composition clearly bore the stamp of its creator. Roget’s was a two-for-one: it put both a book of synonyms and a topical dictionary (a compendium of thematically arranged concepts) under one cover.
Borrowing the principles of zoological classification, Roget organized all knowledge—not just words. Just as his hero, the eighteenth-century naturalist Carl Linnaeus, divided animals into six classes, Roget divvied up his one thousand concepts as follows:
	I. Abstract Relations
	II. Space
	III. Matter
	IV. Intellect V. Volition
	VI. Affections

The first edition actually contains 1,002 concepts, but Roget was a stickler for symmetry. Upon discovering that he had a couple too many, he numbered “Absence of Intellect” 450a, and “Indiscrimination” 465a.
The one thousand headings of the 1852 edition, from which are culled the epigraphs to each chapter in this book, were arranged not alphabetically but according to where a given idea fit within Roget’s classification system. In that edition, the first entry is “Existence” (which falls under the first class, Abstract Relations). The purpose: to help readers find le mot juste (“the right word”) for a given idea—say, “being” or “reality” for “Existence.” Shortly before publication, Roget decided to insert an alphabetical index as an appendix, thus enabling readers to use the Thesaurus as a conventional book of synonyms—without necessarily having to delve into its complex philosophical underpinnings.
Scholars immediately began fawning over his prodigious efforts. In 1853 an anonymous reviewer observed in the Westminster Review:
As the words are arranged in groups, the whole Thesaurus may be read through, and not prove dry reading either. We have known students who had the courage to read through Latin and Greek dictionaries, but the ideal classification in this work renders such an exploit much more easy and pleasing than the ordinary alphabetical arrangement…. Roget will rank with Samuel Johnson as a literary instrument-maker of the first-class.

Generations of British writers would look up to Roget as a kindred soul who could offer both emotional as well as intellectual sustenance. In the stage directions to Peter Pan, J. M. Barrie includes an homage to Roget:
The night nursery of the Darling family, which is the scene of our opening Act, is at the top of a rather depressed street in Bloomsbury. We might have a right to place it where we will, and the reason Bloomsbury is chosen is that Mr. Roget once lived there. So did we in the days when his Thesaurus was our only companion in London; and we whom he has helped to wend our way through life have always wanted to pay him a little compliment.

For Barrie, Roget’s masterpiece was synonymous with virtue itself. To describe the one saving grace of the play’s villain, Captain Hook, Barrie adds, “The man is not wholly evil—he has a Thesaurus in his cabin.”
Described by one literary critic as “a horn of plenty out of which words pour for our examination and selection,” Roget’s has also served as a muse for some of the English language’s most acclaimed poets. In her diary entry for February 19, 1956, the young Sylvia Plath, then a graduate student at Cambridge University, writes, “Today my thesaurus, which I would rather live with on a desert isle than a bible, as I have so often boasted cleverly, lay open after I’d written the draft of a bad, sick poem, at 545: Deception, 546: Untruth, 547: Dupe, 548: Deceiver.” Plath’s attachment to Roget was not merely platonic. A week later, in the same entry in which she describes her famous first kiss with “that big, dark, hunky boy”—the poet Ted Hughes, whom she would marry just four months later—Plath confesses that she already has a lover, characterizing herself as “Roget’s strumpet.” To compose her first collection of poems, The Colossus, published in 1960, Plath would frequently consult her dead-white paramour.
Plath’s contemporary, the Welsh poet Dylan Thomas, also couldn’t have written some of his most cherished poems without Roget’s. The manuscript of his last poem, “Poem on his Birthday,” published two years before his death in 1953, is festooned with seemingly random numbers. For a couple of decades, the meaning of these digits remained a mystery until one critic suddenly realized that they refer to concepts from Roget’s. To revise his early drafts of the poem, to tweak an image or sound pattern he was developing, Thomas rifled through Roget’s. A scholar who did a computer analysis of the original manuscript concludes that about thirty of the 370 different words that appear in the poem’s final version can be traced back to this technique. Summing up his reading of the poem, the renowned literary critic David Holbrook of Cambridge University observes, “[Thomas’s] substitute for inspiration was Roget.”
The American version of the Thesaurus, which came out in 1854, initially appealed mostly to scholars. But the crossword puzzle craze of the 1920s turned Roget into a celebrity on the other side of the pond as well. In a feature story, “Roget Becomes Saint of Cross-wordia,” appearing in February 1925, The New York Times Magazine reported:
Roget. Thesaurus. Until the word in six letters meaning this or that…threw its tantalizing shadow across a hitherto tranquil land, the meaning to the layman of either Roget or Thesaurus might be described, chemically, as “a trace.”…In homes where a few weeks ago volume and compiler were not even names, the book found a place where in the Age of Innocence the family Bible might have rested. Hand in hand, of course, went growing familiarity with its author’s name. Almost unconsciously one grew away from a habit of calling him Rojjet or Rogget and imperceptibly Rozhay became as much a part of the radiator-side patter as discussion of the latest super-film or the newest wrinkle in radio.

In the days before every laptop came equipped with a thesaurus, Roget, who had the market all to himself, was an icon.
But Roget’s new world of one thousand concepts was not only his monumental gift to posterity. It was, first and foremost, the primary means by which he preserved his own sanity. Overwhelmed by the early death of his father and the emotional instability of his mother, Roget was constantly burying himself in books to cope with his sadness, anxiety, and anger. As a boy, Roget kept dreaming up new worlds in the hope of escaping the dreary one in which he found himself. Commenting on his embrace of astronomy when he was twelve, his mother remarked, “Peter ever eager after new studies, has for this while left this world and lived wholly in the Starry regions.”
Madness ran in the immediate family. Roget’s maternal grandmother, Margaret Garnault Romilly, suffered from an unidentified mental disorder—probably severe depression or schizophrenia—that left her in an almost vegetative state for most of her life. In his memoir published in 1840, Roget’s uncle, the distinguished Member of Parliament Sir Samuel Romilly, mentions that she had a nervous collapse when her parents initially objected to her marriage to his father. Romilly also reveals that he and his two siblings, Thomas and Catherine—Peter’s mother—were raised jointly by an aunt, Margaret Facquier, and a nurse, Mary Evans, adding that “as for my mother, she was incapable, from the bad state of her health, of taking any part in our education.”
Romilly himself would give in to his own suicidal despair at the age of sixty-one, at which time, Roget’s mother, until then merely temperamental and emotionally demanding, would lapse into paranoia. For the last decade and a half of her life, Catherine Romilly Roget engaged in increasingly bizarre behavior. She would often accuse the servants of plotting against her and could sit for hours on end stone-faced. She was also prone to wander aimlessly around the Devon resort town of Ilfracombe, where she lived with Roget’s sister, Annette. Like her mother, Annette would suffer frequent bouts of depression and die a lonely woman. The life of Roget’s daughter, Kate, followed a similar trajectory.
Roget himself was not immune. As his uncle once wrote him, “Despondency is, I have always thought, the great defect of our family, and I do not think that you are more exempt from it than the rest.” Described at fourteen by his mother as “awkwardly bashful,” the young Roget was slow to make friends and felt most comfortable in his own company.
However, unlike his mother or uncle, Roget managed to stave off madness. As a boy, he stumbled upon a remarkable discovery—that compiling lists of words could provide solace, no matter what misfortunes might befall him. He was particularly fond of cataloguing the objects, both animate and inanimate, in his environment. As an adult, he kept returning to the classification of words and concepts. Immersion in the nuances of language could invariably both energize him and keep his persistent anxiety at bay.
As he grew older, though he had satisfying relationships with both his wife, Mary, and Margaret Spowers, the governess who became his unofficial second wife after Mary’s early death, Roget remained more interested in words than in people. In a recent short story titled “Roget’s Thesaurus,” the award-winning Canadian writer Keath Fraser imagines the thoughts that must have been buzzing inside Roget’s head after he published his Thesaurus: “Men are odd animals. I have never felt as at home around them as around their words; without these they’re monkeys. (See TRUISM.) The other day I was going through my book and it struck me that I have more words for Disapprobation than Approbation. Why is this?”


PROLOGUE
Stained by the Blood of a National Hero
(828) PAIN, suffering, physical pain.
Grief, sorrow, distress, affliction, woe, bitterness, heartache, a heavy heart, a bleeding heart, a broken heart, heavy affliction, &c.
Unhappiness, infelicity, misery, wretchedness, desolation.


It was Monday morning, November 2, 1818, and a dense yellow fog was hanging over London. One of England’s most esteemed members of Parliament was acutely ill. Sir Samuel Romilly, known as “the honestest man in the House of Commons,” was bedridden with a high fever. Even more alarming, he was rapidly losing his mind.
Just five months earlier, Romilly had delivered a rousing speech before Parliament, urging repeal of the repressive laws that Great Britain had been forced to adopt in the effort to defeat Napoleon. With the “Great War” now over for more than three years, Romilly thought the time for reform had arrived. He could not understand why the government should still sanction the hanging of criminals or the beating of soldiers. On June 5, 1818, to a thunderous response of many a “Hear! Hear!” he had thus exhorted his colleagues to live up to their ideals: “Who our successors may be, I know not; but God grant that this country may never see another Parliament so regardless of the liberties and rights of the people.”
But this heroic statesman, distinguished by his thin nose and his delicate lips, was now a shell of the imposing figure he had once been. His beloved wife, Anne, had just died from cancer. Exhausted from weeks of insomnia, Romilly was gaunt, his flowing mane of white hair disheveled.
He was home in his townhouse at 21 Russell Square. Like most Regency bedrooms, Romilly’s was sparsely furnished. On the left side of the fireplace, across from the bed, stood his writing desk and wardrobe; on the right side were a washbasin and a full-length mirror. From his third-floor window he could peer directly into the lime trees that shrouded the square, as well as into the houses on the other side of the street.
Romilly appeared calm—so much so that his eighteen-year-old daughter, Sophia, became uneasy. Sitting in a chair next to the bed, Sophia could not make eye contact with her father, as his small brown eyes were fixed in a blank stare. His attention seemed to be focused on sensations that only he could perceive. The sixty-one-year-old barrister, who had achieved international renown for his tireless advocacy on behalf of the downtrodden, now found himself in need of urgent help.
Shortly after two o’clock that afternoon, Romilly asked Sophia to go downstairs and summon his doctor and favorite nephew, Peter Mark Roget.
Roget was then a bachelor approaching forty who also lived in Bloomsbury, just two blocks from his uncle. His medical practice was flourishing, and three years earlier, upon his election as a fellow of the Royal Society, Roget had officially joined London’s scientific elite.
But on this occasion, Romilly was not interested in Roget’s ministrations. Ever since Anne’s death a few days earlier, he had lost all hope. What Romilly really wanted was to be left alone so that he could bring his suffering to an end. Moments after Sophia left the room, the other family members and servants gathered downstairs heard a crash emanating from the third floor.
Minutes later, Dr. Roget pried open the bedroom door and rushed in. He found his uncle—dressed only in a shirt, and with a blanket wrapped around his waist—staggering next to the washstand. To his horror, he saw that Romilly had slit his throat with a razor.
For a moment, Roget was paralyzed. He then grabbed his uncle, who, dripping with blood, motioned for a pen and paper to be brought to him. Propped up by Roget, Romilly proceeded to scribble out a couple of words, but soon dropped to the floor. The barely legible note read: “My dear…I wish…” Roget was not sure what Romilly meant. Most commentators later concluded that Romilly was somehow trying to communicate with his late wife.
Kneeling next to his uncle on the floor, Roget, too, was now splattered with blood. He immediately began tending to Romilly’s wounds and trying to revive him. An hour later, Romilly breathed his last breath in his nephew’s arms.
 
Six weeks earlier, at Romilly’s request, Roget had traveled to Cowes Castle, an elegant villa on the northernmost harbor of the Isle of Wight, to look after Romilly’s wife. As Roget wrote to a friend in mid-September, Anne Romilly had had “a serious attack of illness, principally in the chest.” At first, Roget thought that she was likely to recover within a couple of weeks. But it soon became clear that Anne’s illness was terminal.
In early October, Samuel Romilly was still in full possession of his mental faculties, though his wife’s precarious condition was the source of much discomfort. For a while, he held on to some largely illusory hopes for Anne’s recovery. About ten days after Roget’s arrival, in a letter to his longtime confidant Etienne Dumont, the Swiss pastor who would later achieve renown as the French translator of the philosopher Jeremy Bentham, Romilly noted that “my dear Anne is better, not very considerably, but she certainly is better.”
But as her health continued to deteriorate, Romilly could no longer avoid facing reality. He began to express fears of going mad; as he was acutely aware, insanity had ravaged his late mother. On October 8, Romilly added a codicil to his will, noting that “I am at the present moment of perfectly sound mind…but I am labouring under a most severe affliction and I cannot but recollect that insanity is amongst the evils which unusual afflictions sometimes produce.”
For Romilly, the prospect of the imminent loss of Anne, then just forty-four, was terrifying. Over the course of their twenty-one-year marriage, which had produced seven children, Anne had been his anchor—his other half. Without Anne, his rise from a humble middle-class background to the pinnacle of British politics would have been inconceivable.
Responding to Roget’s reports about Romilly from Cowes Castle, Dr. Alexander Marcet, who lived next door to Romilly at 23 Russell Square, cautioned his close friend and medical colleague, “Any symptoms of declining firmness of mind is doubly alarming in a man of [Romilly’s] stamp. Pray try to prevail upon him to occupy his mind, even with occasional business if the common modes of diverting one’s attention fail him.” But despite Marcet’s prodding, Roget was oblivious to these warning signs. Though well versed in the symptoms of medical diseases, Roget was poorly attuned to the language of emotional distress.
When Anne died, on Thursday, October 29, Roget shouldered the responsibility of informing his uncle of the devastating news. Romilly quickly became unhinged. Muscles throughout his body began twitching, and nothing could be found to stop these spasms. “[Romilly] told me,” Dumont, by then also at Cowes Castle, later reported, “his brains were burning hot.”
Despite his uncle’s expressed desire to recuperate in the country, Roget insisted on taking him back to London immediately. Roget’s impulsive decision would have dire consequences. The trip turned out to be harrowing for both Romilly and his extensive retinue, which included two of his children, William and Sophia, his sister-in-law, the servants, Dumont, and Roget.
Romilly sat in the same chaise as Sophia, clutching her hand for a good part of the journey, but she was unable to calm her father down. As the horses continued to slosh through the muddy turf, Romilly’s anxiety kept mounting; he repeatedly tore away at his own flesh—his fingers, hands, and nose—to the point of drawing blood. The family spent Friday night at an inn in Winchester, where Roget shared a room with Romilly to keep an eye on him. Though the coach could easily have reached London on Saturday, Romilly’s distress forced the traveling party to spend another night at an inn in Miller’s Green, two stages, or rest stops, from Winchester. Once again, Roget was paired with Romilly for the night.
At about five o’clock on Sunday afternoon, November 1, the carriage reached Kensington. Dumont thought it unwise to bring Romilly back to his townhouse because reminders of Anne would be everywhere. But Romilly, sensing that he would need a long time to recuperate from his illness, insisted on going home right away.
A few minutes later, the carriage pulled up to 21 Russell Square. Upon seeing his master, Romilly’s footman, Bowen, remarked that he looked “better than one would have expected.” But Dumont was less sanguine; as he later put it, Romilly was “in a state of delirium.”
Rather than returning to his own nearby home, Roget spent another nearly sleepless night at his uncle’s side. But by three o’clock the next day, Romilly was gone.
[image: image]
Samuel Romilly, 1816. Today the blue plaque at 21 Russell Square reads, “Here, Lived, Sir Samuel Romilly, Law Reformer / Born 1757 / Died 1818.”
On November 4, the front page of The Times of London was wall-to-wall Samuel Romilly; it contained news of nothing else. This national tragedy, which put the spotlight on Roget’s clinical acumen, temporarily sullied the doctor’s reputation. As word of Romilly’s suicide spread, both medical experts and the British public at large began second-guessing the recent decisions he had made regarding his uncle’s medical care. Roget had been stained by his uncle’s blood because, in the eyes of many observers, he bore considerable responsibility for his patient’s demise. Though no one questioned Roget’s concern for his uncle, a consensus emerged that he had failed to grasp the full extent of Romilly’s emotional agony.
Romilly’s spilled blood rattled Roget’s soul. Roget’s Bloomsbury neighbor Jane Griffin understood the depth of the blow, writing in her diary: “Dr. Roget…was the only one who saw his dying uncle, who supported him on the floor while his powerless hand vainly endeavoured to scrawl on the blood-stained paper his last wishes, and who received his dying breath; that Uncle too who was his pride, his treasure, his glory, who loved him as a son!” Worse even than the horror, shame, and guilt that gripped Roget was the loss. Having hardly known his long-dead father, and feeling uncomfortable around his mother, Roget had depended on Romilly’s steady nurturance since infancy. The pain of having failed the person to whom he had felt more attached than to anybody else on the face of the earth was nearly unbearable.
The night of Romilly’s suicide, Roget locked himself in his crepe-lined bedroom, refusing to see any visitors. As soon as he rose the next day, he wrote a letter to Dr. Alexander Marcet, which read in part, “I have had no sleep, but am calmer this morning. I perspired copiously all night. Pulse at present 80…. I am also anxious about the business of the day. Have you ascertained whether it is necessary for me to attend at the inquest? It would be most harrowing to my feelings.” Marcet managed to have him excused from appearing that afternoon at the hearing called by the coroner. And for the last two months of 1818, Roget remained largely sequestered. Catching a brief glimpse of the doctor that November, Jane Griffin observed: “He looked like…an apparition.”
Roget would eventually rebound, but his recovery was slow. He didn’t return to work until the beginning of the following year. Once he did, he would have trouble recruiting new patients. He also underwent a midlife crisis. In June of 1821, he wrote to Etienne Dumont:
I will confide in you what I won’t let anyone else know, that the experience of these last years has greatly diminished the confidence that I used to have about succeeding in my profession. I sometimes doubt if it’s worth the effort to continue; but what prevents me from renouncing it is the impossibility at my age of doing anything else but pursuing the career that I began.

In this letter, Roget told Dumont of his plan to “start again at the foot of the ladder,” by which he meant that, after an eight-year hiatus, he would resume giving lectures on anatomy at the Royal Institution, the scientific academy that offered a full slate of what we might today call adult education classes. He also asked his Swiss friend not to inform his mother about his “lack of success because her natural disposition to anxiety would not make the cure any easier.”
But Roget’s decision to go back to the Royal Institution would turn his life around. In 1822, his course on Natural Philosophy, in which he systematically reviewed the behavior of all forms of human and animal life, turned out to be a smashing success. The Literary Gazette and Journal of Belles Lettres, Arts, Sciences, etc., a prominent London literary magazine, began providing detailed summaries of each of Roget’s lectures, owing to “the vivid sensation produced in the scientific world” and “the intelligence which they contain and the admiration which they have excited.” A few years later, Longmans, which would later publish the Thesaurus, put out his first book—a transcript of one of his celebrated lectures on human and comparative physiology.
Following Romilly’s tragic death, Roget had been forced to accept that clinical medicine wasn’t for him. His own internal radar could pick up nuances with words and concepts, but not with people. Cutting back on patient care, Roget would cement his reputation as a first-rate scientist and lecturer. He would also move in a new direction—becoming a science writer for the masses. In the 1820s and 1830s, Roget would publish three hundred thousand words in the Encyclopaedia Britannica and also write several lengthy review articles for the Society for the Diffusion of Useful Knowledge, the organization affiliated with the new University of London, which sought to enable the British working class to educate itself.
By 1824, while in his mid-forties, Roget would finally marry and start a family of his own. Unlike his numerous close relatives who fell prey to extended bouts of severe mental illness, Roget had found a creative outlet for his feelings of loss and despair. He would dedicate the rest of his lengthy life to disseminating abstract knowledge in a clear and useful way. As if by magic, these prodigious intellectual labors, many of which involved organizing the entirety of a given scientific discipline—say, anatomy, electricity, magnetism, physiology, or zoology—insulated him from his turbulent emotions.
His immortal Thesaurus was the culmination of this lifelong desire to bring order to the world, as it involved classifying everything. It also, or so Roget hoped, could advance the march of scientific progress by transforming the man in the street into a wordsmith. “It is of the utmost consequence,” he wrote in the introduction, “that strict accuracy should regulate our use of language, and that every one should acquire the power and the habit of expressing his thoughts with perspicuity and correctness.” Like Henry Higgins, the headstrong linguistics professor in Shaw’s Pygmalion (and likewise, the Lerner and Loewe musical My Fair Lady), Roget approached the challenge of teaching the English how to speak with a missionary’s zeal. But to understand fully how Roget’s obsession with words and abstract knowledge managed to inoculate him against life’s trials requires going back to his lonely and chaotic boyhood.


PART ONE
Formations
(1779–1808)
(129) INFANT, babe, baby.
Child, bairn, little one, youth, boy, lad, stripling, youngster, younker, whipster, whippersnapper, schoolboy, hobbarby-hoy, hobbledy-hoy, cadet, minor.




1.
The Boy Without a Home
(189) PLACE OF HABITATION.

ABODE, dwelling, lodging, domicile, residence, address, habitation, berth, seat, lap, sojourn, housing, quarters, headquarters, resiance, throne, ark.
Home, household, homestall, fireside, snuggery, hearth, lares et penates, household gods, roof, household, housing.


Peter Roget was not the first Roget (derived from the French rouge, the name means “little red man”) to have had a flair for words. Trained in the ministry in his native Switzerland, his father, Jean Roget, composed sermons, which, as Samuel Romilly later recalled, were noteworthy for their “taste and elegance.”
In 1775, at the age of twenty-four, Jean Roget, whose father was a Geneva clockmaker, immigrated to London to take over as pastor at Le Quarré (The Square), a French Protestant church in Soho. That’s where he met Catherine Romilly and her younger brother, Samuel, at the time a young law student. Though swept off his feet by the comely Catherine, who shared his passion for French literature, Jean Roget was hesitant about proposing marriage. Lacking any property, he feared that Catherine’s father, Peter Romilly, a prosperous jeweler then earning some 20,000 pounds a year (roughly $2 million today), would not find him suitable. But according to Samuel Romilly, Jean Roget never had any reason to be so worried:
Upon the first mention of Roget’s addresses, my father declared that if they had my sister’s approbation, they had his; he had long before resolved never to resist…his daughter’s inclinations. With respect to Roget, however, it was not a case in which my father was merely not to oppose; he could not but approve a marriage so well calculated to make a beloved child happy.

The Rogets were married on February 12, 1778, in St. Marylebone Church, a few weeks after Catherine’s twenty-third birthday, and settled on Broad Street (now Broadwick Street) near Golden Square in the heart of Soho. Their first child, Peter, was born on January 18 of the following year.
The Rogets’ house was situated between the two churches, one French and one English, to which the infant belonged. A few blocks to the north stood the Huguenot church on Little Dean Street where Jean Roget preached. First established in 1689, Le Quarré was one of nearly twenty French Huguenot churches then sprinkled throughout London. By 1800, the number had dwindled to ten, as Peter Roget’s generation of English Huguenots loosened the ties with France. Le Quarré would shut its doors in 1853.
A few blocks to the south of the home of Jean and Catherine Roget was St. James’s Anglican Church, located right around the corner from Piccadilly Circus, where it still stands. Designed roughly a century earlier by the legendary architect Sir Christopher Wren, St. James’s is the largest of Wren’s churches and is said to have been his favorite. Forced to work on a tight budget in the wake of the Great Fire of 1666, Wren had described it as “beautiful and convenient—as such the cheapest I could invent.” Its exterior is plain, but its interior is exquisite, featuring a huge organ and elaborate wood carvings by Grinling Gibbons. It was there that the three-week-old infant was christened Peter Mark Roget on February 11, 1779.
In the eighteenth century, Soho was a middle-class neighborhood teeming with foreigners. The biggest wave of immigrants had come from France after King Louis XIV outlawed Protestantism in 1685, and the English, then fiercely anti-Catholic, had proved particularly welcoming. At the time of Peter Roget’s birth, French Huguenots comprised about half of Soho’s population, but many foreigners from other European countries—particularly Greece and Italy—had also ended up there.
First completed in the 1730s, Broad Street featured a little bit of everything. Its denizens consisted of the very wealthy and the very poor, as well as those in between. On its cobblestones could be found street vendors hawking their wares, beggars shouting profanities, and mourning doves making their way over from nearby Golden Square. While passers-by occasionally had to step over garbage, Broad Street was also lined with elegant small shops that specialized in various goods such as china, crystal, and engravings. The artist and poet William Blake—who, like Roget, had been christened at St. James’s Church—grew up in a four-story house at 28 Broad Street; from its basement, his father and older brother ran “Blake and Son, Hosiers & Haberdashers.”
In this lively strip of Soho, the Rogets were thriving. But within just a few months of his birth, Peter’s idyllic family life began to unravel. In his memoir, Samuel Romilly described the unexpected crisis that tore it apart:
The happiness [the Rogets] enjoyed upon their marriage was as pure, and as complete, as is ever the portion of human beings; but it was of very short duration. They were blessed with one sweet child to increase that happiness; but not long after the joyful event of his birth, in the spring of 1779, and just when I had projected to pass the approaching summer with them in a lodging they had taken at Fulham, and when we had begun to carry our project into execution, Roget was seized with an inflammation of the lungs, attended with a violent spitting of blood, and with other symptoms so alarming, that his life appeared to be in the most imminent danger.

Jean Roget had developed tuberculosis. At the urging of his doctor, he decided to go back to Geneva in the hope of finding a rest cure. On June 3, 1779, Peter’s parents departed from London, leaving the nearly six-month-old baby in the care of his namesake, Catherine’s father, Peter Romilly.
On the trip to Switzerland, Catherine nursed her husband, smothering him with tender affection. From Dover, she wrote her father: “I write this while I flatter myself mon cher epoux [my dear spouse] is enjoying a little sleep. You must not expect, my dear father, any account of the places I go through, as I never leave him, and till he gets better mean to be his constant companion.” The journey would have many frightening moments. About two weeks later, Catherine reported from St. Dezier, “Roget has been exceedingly ill…. The surgeon…has just bled Roget. He assures me the journey is of service to him…. Butto be sick on a journey is a melancholy situation…. What have I not suffered from those unhappy thoughts which have haunted my mind since our leaving of Calais.” Catherine’s letters back home were addressed solely to her father; her mother, Margaret Romilly, was nearly always too incapacitated by depression to show much interest in her daily activities. From her infancy on, Catherine had been unable to rely on her mother for emotional support. Throughout Catherine’s childhood, Margaret Romilly had rarely been well enough even to go on routine family outings.
Jean and Catherine Roget arrived safely in Geneva at the end of June. According to their initial plan, they hoped to return to London in a few months.
After his parents left for Switzerland, Peter was brought to live with his maternal grandfather, Peter Romilly, on High Street in the exclusive suburb of Marylebone. Though the tony neighborhood was a step up from Soho, the small house—with just two tiny windows on each floor—was “very scanty and homely,” according to Samuel Romilly’s description. The Romillys were a well-known fixture in this close-knit community, then a mile west of the city limits. In fact, just a couple of years before Catherine dropped off the infant Peter, some eight hundred well-wishers had shown up at a celebration commemorating the thirtieth anniversary of her parents’ marriage. “In such a tittle-tattle place,” Peter Romilly once complained to his daughter, “it is hardly possible to form any party but the whole place must know of it.”
Peter Romilly’s father had worked as a wax-bleacher after immigrating to London from the family homestead in Montpelier. As an adolescent, Romilly had served as an apprentice for a French jeweler named Lafosse on Broad Street before opening his own Soho shop at 18 Frith Street. Though Peter Romilly’s wife, Margaret, had given birth to nine children, only the last three—Thomas, Catherine, and Samuel—managed to survive past early childhood.
The Romilly children had grown up in the house above their father’s jewelry shop. Both Catherine and Samuel were about the same age as the eight-year-old composer Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart—Catherine was nine and Samuel seven—who had moved next door, into 20 Frith Street, in 1764. That spring, the Romillys’ neighbor, Leopold Mozart, hosted concerts nearly every afternoon between noon and three. Patrons, who paid either five shillings for admission or ten shillings for a copy of young Mozart’s sonatas, had, as Leopold Mozart advertised in a local paper, “an opportunity of putting the boy’s Talents to a more Particular Proof, by giving him any Thing to play at Sight, or any Music without a Bass, which he will write on the Spot.” A few weeks after this run ended, the Mozarts were gone; the seamy side of Soho, which included a steady contingent of streetwalkers, had proved intolerable to the staid Leopold Mozart.
In 1769, the Romillys had been showered by good fortune when Philip de la Haize, the cousin of Roget’s grandmother, Margaret Garnault Romilly, died, leaving 15,000 pounds—then a considerable sum—to the family. The inheritance paved the way for the family’s move to Marylebone.
Though Peter Romilly could be moody, he was also capable of considerable warmth. In her essay “Traits and Stories of the Huguenots,” published in 1853 in Household Words, the periodical edited by Charles Dickens, the renowned novelist Elizabeth Gaskell presented Roget’s grandfather as a paragon of benevolence. Basing her characterization on her perusal of Samuel Romilly’s memoir, Gaskell drew a somewhat idealized portrait:
Most affectionate, impulsive, generous, carried away by transports of anger and of grief, tender and true in all his relationships—the reader does not easily forget the father of Sir Samuel Romilly, with his fond adoption of Montaigne’s idea, “playing on a flute by the side of his daughter’s bed, in order to waken her in the morning.”…There was much more demonstration of affection in all these French households, if what I have gathered from their descendants be correct, than we English should ever dare to manifest.

Though deprived of his parents’ presence, the infant Peter was still showered with some amount of familial affection. Peter Romilly also hired a nursemaid, known as Miss Bell, to help take care of his grandson.
Peter Roget’s godmother was Miss Margaret Facquier, a cousin of his grandmother Margaret, who had moved in with the Romillys upon their marriage. Given Margaret Romilly’s chronic mental instability, Miss Facquier, who along with the nursemaid Mary Evans had helped raise the three Romilly children, was used to being the stand-in. But Miss Facquier, then in her early sixties, had some serious health problems of her own, and she died in 1781, leaving her two-year-old godson fifty pounds in her will.
Roget’s grandmother would remain a nonentity in his life, though she lived until 1796 and cast a long shadow. In his memoir, Sir Samuel originally had written several pages about his parents’ odd marriage, but he later crossed them out. While family members avoided talking much about Margaret Romilly, her mental illness, exacerbated by the early deaths of six of her children, would have reverberations on generations of Rogets and Romillys. Like Catherine Roget, Samuel Romilly was also forever haunted by having being denied a normal relationship with his own mother.
Whatever the nature of her troubles, Margaret Garnault Romilly also came from a distinguished Huguenot family. The Garnaults had immigrated to England from Poitou, France, in the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries. By the early 1800s, the family had amassed a considerable fortune as governors of the New River Company, a highly successful firm that was responsible for cleaning up the river water from the Thames. Though the last male heir died in the mid-1800s, the Garnault women have married into some of Britain’s most prominent families, such as Ouvry, Treacher, Collins, and Bowles. (In the late twentieth century, Bowles would emerge as a household name around the globe after one Camilla Shand married into the family. Camilla Parker Bowles, as every tabloid reader knows, has since remarried her first love, Prince Charles.)
After being untimely ripped from his Broad Street home, Peter would not see his father and mother for more than two years. In the meantime, his parents would move back and forth between Geneva and Lausanne a couple of times before finally settling in Lausanne. In 1781, with his health still languishing, Jean Roget resigned from his position at his church on Little Dean Street: he realized he would probably never make it back to England.
That spring, the two-year-old Peter was taken to live to Switzerland with his parents. Assigned the task of transporting the toddler was Catherine’s brother Samuel Romilly, then studying for admission to the bar. The trip did not seem to faze Peter. Upon arriving in Ostend, Romilly, who was accompanied by Peter’s nursery maid, reported to his sister:
Your dear little boy…is in perfect health and in excellent spirits. He is quite delighted with his journey; he plays till he is tired and then sleeps for two or three hours together upon the road. Of all the passengers, he was the only one who was not sick upon our little voyage and the only one who could sleep well. His sleep was quite as sound the whole night as if he had been on shore.

The picture that Romilly paints of Peter’s imperviousness to stress during this trip is consistent with the myth that the family created about his entire childhood. Though Peter would also come to believe that he was not scarred by the trauma of his father’s early death and the shuttling around between temporary homes, the truth appears to lie elsewhere. The lack of stability in his early years no doubt contributed to his extreme shyness and to what family members referred to as his “melancholy temperament.”
After the birth of her second child, christened Ann Susanne Louise—and called Annette—in April 1783, Catherine fell into a deep depression. Jean Roget’s sudden death a month later threatened to push her over the edge. “Never did any woman,” Samuel Romilly observed, “adore a husband with more passionate fondness than she did hers…. And never was affliction greater than that which she now endured.”
Samuel shared her profound grief. The two men had kept up their deep friendship by exchanging frequent letters during the four years the Rogets had spent in Switzerland. In June, Samuel wrote Catherine, “I have lost the best and dearest friend I ever had, a better and a deeper one than I ever shall have again.” In another letter a few days later, he acknowledged just how much he had looked up
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