In search of William Sampson 

According to John Godfrey in 1894, William Sampson was born at the end of the sixteenth century in South Leverton, five miles east of Retford, and was a poet and dramatist who flourished in the early part of the seventeenth century.
 His family, says Godfrey, were wealthy landowners and Sampson, a ‘religious gentleman’, married a Miss Vicars and was the father of two sons, both of whom became Fellows of Pembroke Hall, Cambridge. Godfrey states this information as a matter of fact but, unfortunately, does not supply any supporting evidence and, in 1897, this information is repeated with confidence in the Dictionary of National Biography by its then author, Sidney Lee, who gives Sampson’s dates as 1594 – 1636.
  

David Kathman’s entry of 2004 in the Dictionary of National Biography corrects the dates given by Sidney Lee in his earlier account of Sampson’s life and names Hans Wallrath as the source of his information.
 There may well have been another William Sampson whose dates are as Lee suggested but it is likely that the evidence Wallrath found, that I have confirmed, relates specifically to the playwright. This shows that Sampson must have been born about 1600 and was still alive in 1655. Kathman states that Sampson ‘cannot be identified certainly with any William Sampson born in England around that time’. Although this may be true, there is also no evidence to indicate that he was not born in Nottinghamshire and, in fact, when the themes of The Vow Breaker are considered, this would seem to be most likely. 

In 1622 Sampson’s name first appears in print. The True Tragedy of Herod and Antipater, a play ‘Written by Gervase Markham And William Sampson, Gentlemen’, has a dedication to Sir Thomas Finch signed by Sampson.
 Markham, an experienced and respected author, was more than thirty years older than Sampson and it is possible, therefore, that Sampson was his student. In January 1625 Sampson’s own play, a comedy entitled The Widow’s Prize, or The Woman Captain, was licensed for performance ‘For the Prince’s Company’, for which William Rowley was the leader but, as the play contained ‘much abusive matter’ (the details of which are not known), it was only allowed on condition that ‘reformations were observed’.
 Although this play was entered for publication in 1653 there is no record that it was ever printed and it is alleged that it was one of the many lost manuscripts that John Warburton’s cook Betsy is reputed to have used to line her pie tins.
  

In 1636 Sampson published his last two known works, a play: The Vow Breaker, or The Faire Maide of Clifton, and a volume of thirty-two poems: Virtus Post Funera Vivit. There is no evidence that he published anything else, although there is mention of an extant and unprinted poem Loues Metamorphosis or Apollo and Daphne, and it has also been suggested that he may have been the author of Petronius Maximus, by ‘W.S’.

Sampson is also credited with dedicating to Lucy Hastings another unprinted poem, Cicero’s Loyal Epistle according to Hannibal Caro.

With the publication in 1636 of The Vow Breaker, there is evidence that Sampson was familiar with the Willoughby family of Risley, as the play is dedicated to Anne, eldest unmarried daughter of Sir Henry, and Sampson refers to himself as Willoughby’s servant. Although this may have been a courtesy description, if Willoughby were his patron, I believe that Sampson was in his employment. Sir Henry Willoughby (1579 – 1653) lived in Risley Hall, Derbyshire, close to the county boundary with Nottinghamshire. He was a direct descendant of Richard Bugge de Wiluby, mentioned in the Domesday survey and, although related to the Willoughbys of Wollaton Hall, was of a separate branch.
 In 1653 Willoughby’s annual income was in excess of £1000 a year and his annual wages bill for full-time servants was £200, so it was likely that employment with him was to be coveted.
 
 Evidence suggests that Willoughby employed William Sampson for some thirty years, but it is not known in what capacity or whether it was continuous, although it is reasonable to assume that he remained in the Willoughby household. At the commencement of Sampson’s employment, Henry’s eldest daughter Mary was already married and he was living in Risley with Anne, his second surviving daughter from his first marriage and with his second wife and their first daughter, Catherine.

It may be assumed from Sir Henry’s will of 1653 that Sampson was a respected and trustworthy member of the Willoughby household: he was named as executor and his wife Hannah received gifts of significant value and was given responsibilities for carrying out Sir Henry’s wishes.
 David Kathman refers to a ‘Hanna Sampson, presumably some relation of the playwright, possibly a daughter or wife’. From a study of Henry’s will, however (the writing is unambiguous), I believe that the details of his bequests make clear Hannah’s correct name and her relationship to William: 
For my wearing clothes . . . I leave to the disposing of my trusty and faithful and careful servant, Hannah Sampson, the wife of my servant William Sampson …

I give my Ruby hatbands . . . to Hannah Sampson

I give to Mrs Smith [wife of a co-executor] and Mrs Sampson . . .
The plate to be divided by Hannah Sampson . . .
Wallrath states quite firmly that ‘Hanna’ [his spelling] ‘was the executor of [Henry’s] last will . . . This must undoubtedly be Sampson’s daughter . . . ’.
 I have found no other evidence in which the name of Hannah appears and believe, from studying Henry’s will, that there is no doubt that Hannah was so spelt by Willoughby or his lawyer (our only record of the name), and that she is ‘the wife of . . . William’. 
In the British Library I have seen an Affidavit of 29th September 1649, stating that Sampson was then ‘about fourty nine Yeeres’ and testifying that he remembered the birth of Sir Henry Willoughby’s daughter Elizabeth in 1628 ‘myself being the Servant unto the said Sr Henry Willughby’.
 It has not been possible for me to examine the Willoughby household accounts as there are no extant family papers available: they were lost after the death of Anne, Sir Henry’s last surviving daughter, in 1688, as her marriage to Anchitell Grey brought him the estate at Risley, and their son sold it. 

To further support the information available about Sampson’s life, there is evidence that in 1655 (the year following Willoughby’s death) Sampson and the other executors petitioned for damages at court against a number of people who accused them of committing forgery in the execution of their offices.
 It would be reasonable to believe, therefore, that Sampson was born in or near 1600, that he was already working for Sir Henry in 1628, and that he was still alive in 1655.

Sidney Lee records that Sampson’s wife was widowed and remarried in 1637. This statement is a little ambiguous. It may be that Sampson married a widow in 1637 (I have been unable to find any evidence of his marriage in the parish registers of Nottinghamshire and Derbyshire) but perhaps Lee misread a record for one of the many Sampsons to be found in the registers and believed that William died in 1637. If this were Lee’s belief, he was mistaken. It could be reasonably assumed, although there is no proof, that it was William Sampson, the playwright, who was executor of Henry Willoughby’s will in 1655, in which case, as Wallrath also states, he was still alive twenty years after Lee asserted that his ‘widow’ remarried.
 As it is highly unlikely that there were two William Sampsons working for Willoughby at the same time with close connections to the family through The Vow Breaker, it could be assumed that William Sampson, playwright, was the Sampson of Willoughby’s household. It is also probable, therefore, that this was the same man who testified as to the exact time of Elizabeth’s birth.

In his 1719 guide to the lives of contemporary and historical poets, The Poetical Register, Giles Jacob states that Sampson was in the employment of Willoughby when he wrote The Vow Breaker. As Jacob wrote his guide well before Godfrey wrote his biography, it could be presumed that Jacob obtained his information from a different source, although this may just have been from the Dedication of Sampson’s play. Jacob’s entry for ‘Mr William Sampson’ reads:
A Gentleman retain’d in the Family of Sir Henry Willoughby, of Richley [sic] in Derbyshire, in the Reign of King Charles I. He writ one Play, The Vow Breaker, or The Fair Maid of Clifton in Nottinghamshire; a Tragedy, acted with great Applause. 1633 [sic]. Dedicated to Mrs Anne Willoughby. He also join’d with Mr Markham in his Herod and Antipater.

My searches through the (often illegible and damaged) Parish Registers of Derbyshire and Nottinghamshire have not revealed any positive evidence that a William Sampson was born about 1600, that he married, baptised his children or was buried between 1655 and 1690, when he would have been ninety. The early parish registers appear to be untidy and, as Sampson lived during the turbulent times of the Civil Wars, many papers may have been destroyed. The register of Wilne, for example, states ‘Here hath beene 13 yeares of this Regester Booke neglected . . . Gervase Falconer Nov 8 1652’.
  

I have not found any entries in the Probate Records for the Nottinghamshire Archives that I feel confident relate directly to William Sampson, author of The Vow Breaker, or of Hannah. John Godfrey states that ‘the entries in the parish registers unfortunately commence only with the year 1658, the earlier entries being entirely illegible’. In fact, it has been possible to read earlier entries and I have found the following that cover William’s probable lifetime although they have no obvious connection with him or his wife; reference is made, however, to the Sampsons of South Leverton.
16 Nov 1594
Marriage  William Sampson als. Porter, of Treswell, husb., & Helen Legat, of same; at South Leverton. (Nottinghamshire Marriage Licences Archdeacon’s Court. Peculiar Court of Southwell. 1594.)
18 Apr 1619
Marriage  William Sampson & Benet Browne, at South Muskham. (Microfiche 1 South Muskham). 

07. ? .1621
Marriage  William Samson [sic] of South Leverton, yeom, & Hellen Vicars, of Treswell, spr.; at same.(Nottinghamshire Marriage Licences Archdeacon’s Court. Southwell.1621.)
19 Nov 1623  
Marriage  William Sampson, of Axholme, & Anne Bradford, at Beckingham. (Microfiche 1 Beckingham).
25 Apr 1629  
Marriage  William Sampson & Mary Awverye at South Muskham. (Microfiche 1, South Muskham)
14 Feb 1638  
Marriage  William Sampson & Elizabeth Newton, at Laneham. (Microfiche 1 Laneham).
13 May 1641
Marriage  William Samson [sic] & Margaret Green at Newark-upon-Trent. Microfiche 5 Newark).
            1650     Administrations in the Prerogative Court of Canterbury – [will of] Sampson, William, South Leverton, Notts. (1650. 113.)
15 Dec 1663
Marriage  Robert Sampson, the younger, of South Leverton, husb., & Mary Stedman, of Treswell, spr.; at East Retford. (Nottinghamshire Marriage Licences Archdeacon’s Court. Southwell. 1663.)
27 Dec 1667  
Marriage  Robert Clarke, of Torksey, co. Linc., gent., & Mary Sampson, spr., dau. Of William Sampson, gent., of Rampton, at Rampton.(Nottinghamshire Marriage Licences Archdeacon’s Court. Southwell.1667-8.)
09 Apr 1668
Joana the Daughter of Leonard Sampson was buryed (Headon). (Microfiche 1 Headen).
21 Dec 1671
Hannah the wife of Leonard Sampson of Upton was buryed  (Headon). (Microfiche 1 Headen).
In addition, searches in the National Archives have revealed

13 Jly 1653   Will of Isaacke Sampson of South Leverton. (PROB 11/22).
27 Sept 1658 Will of William Sampson, Yeoman of Bardney, Lincs. 

(PROB 11/280).

05 Apr 1673  Will of John Sampson. (PROB 11/280).
I presume that the 1621 marriage entry to Hellen Vicars is the union referred to by John 

Godfrey and this could, theoretically, have been a first marriage for William although in that year, when Sampson would have been about twenty-one, he was publishing Herod and Antipater with Gervase Markham. Godfrey mentions two sons who were ‘admitted’ to Pembroke College, Cambridge, in 1646 and 1653. We know that Sampson was already working for Henry Willoughby by 1628 and the DNB entry for the younger boy, baptised in 1635, appears to make it quite evident that Sampson was not his father and that the dramatist had not married Hellen (who died in 1687).
 In addition, the DNB entry for Obadiah Grew (second husband to ‘Ellen or Helen’) states that William Sampson ‘supposedly recommended Grew to his wife as her second husband on his deathbed’.
 We know that William was alive in the 1650s. I have found no specific information in the National Archives’ Probate Records (including those of the Exchequer and Chancery) that may be considered relevant to William Sampson’s family. 
It is disappointing that, although Sampson lived with the Willoughbys in Derbyshire for some thirty years, and I have found many records in the Registers about Sir Henry’s family, there is nothing that positively relates to Sampson’s.  Entries that could bear some resemblance to William Sampson or his family include:
15 May 1631  Marriage William Sanderson of Rysley and Elizabeth Rossell of Breston.
31 Mar 1633  Bridget, the daughter of Tho. Sansome & Anne his wife, bapt.

16 Apr 1667  Elizabeth, daughter of Mr John Sampsone of Breaston and Elizabeth his wife, bapt.


Dec 9 1667   Mr John Sampsone of Breaston was buried.
Oct 28 1668   Rebecca, filia de Elizabetha Sampsone of Breaston, widow, buried.
25 Feb 1670/1 Frances, daughter of Ms Elizabeth Sampson, sometime of         Breaston, buried.
April 1 1674  William Sanderson of Risley, buryed  [although this entry, and that of 15 May 1631, have a different surname, it is just possible that the name was misunderstood or miswritten in the entry].

I am unable to find any mention of a Sanderson or Rossell/Russell relating to Henry Willoughby and find it curious, therefore, that the wedding took place several miles away at Sir Henry’s church at Wilne, although Risley and Breaston are adjoining villages each with their own church. This raises the questions: are Sanderson and Sampson the same man and was Hannah a second wife? And, if  'Elizabeth' is a family name, does that give the 'Elizabeth Sampson' entries a connection with William? I have carefully searched the original Wilne parish registers (covering Breaston and Risley) and found no other reference to Sanderson (or Rossell).
There was certainly a connection between Risley and Breaston: the Willoughby/Grey coat of arms is inscribed on a buttress at St Michael’s and, in his will, Sir Henry left ‘the town of Breaston a stock and bell’ (subsequently installed in 1657, presumably by his executors).
 I have found no evidence, however, of Sampson burials in All Saints, Risley or St Michael’s, Breaston, and a search in St Chad’s Church, Wilne (where many of Henry Willoughby’s family are buried) has also proved fruitless. In Sampson’s elegie written for Henry’s wife, Elizabeth, he refers to the church, with an additional  marginal note, ‘A famous Chappell, and the Tombe of his noble anceſtors by him erected over her in the Pariſh Church of Wilne in Derby-ſhire’.

I have found reference to a Sir William Sampson of Epperstone near Nottingham whose daughter Amphelia married into the Clifton family some generations earlier. Sir William lived in one of the three manors [now known simply as ‘The Manor’] and it remained in his family for six generations. Although I have searched for a connection with William Sampson, I have been unable to trace any evidence that he lived in the area. As the village of Epperstone is near Cotham, birthplace of Gervase Markham, I had hoped that a link would be found to connect Sampson with Markham.

It is most likely that Sampson was brought up and educated in south Nottinghamshire, but there is no firm evidence for or against this theory. His literary work has many classical references and it is therefore likely that he received a grammar school or university education, although I have been unable to find any confirmation. He is not listed in the alumni of Cambridge or Oxford; he may have attended nearby Repton or Derby, but my searches for the records of local grammar schools have been unfruitful.

The likelihood of William Sampson being a Nottinghamshire man is based on his familiarity with the history, geography and folk legend around Clifton Village. The Vow Breaker is set in 1560 and has two intertwined main themes: the first is based on a legend about ‘the maid of Clifton’, the second on the Siege of Leith in which many Nottinghamshire soldiers fought. Many of the soldiers and officers in Sampson’s play are from Nottingham, in particular Sir Gervase Clifton who plays an integral part throughout and comes from a long-established noble family from the village of that name, just south of the town. The miller comes from the village of Ruddington close by but, although the hill is still there, the mill has long gone and the only evidence of its existence is a modern bungalow named ‘Mill Cottage’.  

The story of the ‘maid of Clifton’ is the predominant theme of Sampson’s play and one that was familiar to the people of south Nottinghamshire. According to the rector of St Mary’s, Clifton in 1906, it was believed that the tradition of the ‘maid of Clifton’ was based on factual events, dating from the fifteenth century.
 Referring to anticipated criticism of the ‘truthfulness’ of his play, Sampson replies  


To those we answer, that ere they were born


The story that we glance at, then was worn


And held authentic …       (Prologue 13-15).

Many references to this legend may be seen in The Vow Breaker, but there are also some aspects of the play that came from a ballad, that itself must have been based on the traditional story. The story is not unknown even to present day villagers and it is most likely that Sampson, if he lived in south Nottinghamshire where the Clifton name was so respected, would certainly have been familiar with the tradition. The maid, Margaret (according to the Reverend Bruce), was thought to have been a descendant of the de Rhodes family (Gerard de Rhodes sold the manor to Sir Gervase de Clifton in 1272); she fell in love with a young man from a modest but good family with whom she shared a betrothal token. The young man, ‘Bateman’, serving as a squire to Sir Gervase Clifton, then went off to fight in the Wars of the Roses and returned as she was marrying another. 

It is likely that Sampson had knowledge of the legend as he appears to use details in The Vow Breaker that are not in the 1603 ballad, A Godly Warning for all Maidens. For instance, in the play Bateman goes off to fight in a war, as in the legend, whereas in the ballad there is no mention of this, just an indication that after two months the maid ‘settled love and liking too / Upon another man’.

It is known that Sampson’s play The Vow Breaker and his volume of poems were both published in 1636 and it may be assumed, therefore, were written while Sampson was working for Willoughby. It seems clear that Sampson was not only influenced by the legend of the ‘maid of Clifton’, but he was also very interested in the involvement of the Nottinghamshire Regiment in Scotland in 1560. My research has not revealed any documents that could suggest why he had such an interest in the battle at Leith.  Unfortunately, military lists are generally unavailable for conflicts before 1642 and so it has not been possible for me to see whether Sampson had a personal interest in the battle; perhaps family history told of a relative who fought there.  

I have not been able to find any reference to Sampson visiting Scotland or any mention of specific incidents that may have stirred his interest. England’s relationships with Scotland and with France have been considered to see whether there may have been any events that could have prompted Sampson to write about the Siege of Leith, a conflict of some sixty or so years earlier (that Sampson inexplicably refers to as ninety years
). With a Scottish king on the English throne, the news at the time may have been of the Thirty Years’ War that had begun in 1618, when nearly ten thousand Scots were raised for French service, and this war and the involvement of Scotland with France may possibly have given the young William Sampson ideas for his play.
 A possible clue as to when Sampson finished his play is seen from the lines in which Miles tells Ball that he will ‘fly [to Ursula] on his return [from the war] with the verses out of new Hero and Leander’ (2.1.66-68), apparently referring to a ‘mock’ poem by James Smith, probably dating from the early or mid-1630s.
 

 It is known that Sampson was working with Markham in the early 1620s when they collaborated and published Herod and Antipater and he may have already been exploring his own literary work. Although I have not found any evidence, it is possible that at that time he was already moving among the literati of the day in the company of the much older and more experienced Markham.
Sampson’s second major work, a volume of poems entitled Virtus Post Funera Vivit, may possibly give us some clues as to his friends and acquaintances.
 There are nearly thirty dedications, poems, and anagrams, devoted to well-known (and not so well-known) people who died between 1608 and 1635. The earliest death mentioned of 1608 is that of the most important personage of the county, Elizabeth, Countess of Shrewsbury, ‘Bess of Hardwick’, when Sampson was only eight years old. The date of the last known death is that of Sir Henry Agard of Foston, just a year before publication. 

When I plotted these addresses on a map an interesting pattern was revealed: the majority of the people lived less than about ten miles from Nottingham and Derby, although there are some notable exceptions.
 Hardwick Hall, Bolsover Castle, Haddon Hall, for example, fall outside the area and this may be because they are the homes of the important and influential Shrewsbury/Cavendish family. Many of the people referred to in the poems have connections with each other but I have been unable to find their links with Sampson. It is possible that he made his choice of dedicatees at random, but unlikely because many of his verses indicate knowledge of the person. In order to develop knowledge of Sampson’s background it would be of interest and relevance to know whether he had met many or, indeed, any of the dedicatees of his poems, but I have been unable to find any evidence of relationships. 

Although William Winstanley includes Sampson in his Lives of the Most Famous English Poets, describing him as having ‘flourisht’, he then mistakenly credits him with also having written The Valiant Scot.
 Sampson’s verses were not always appreciated, however: Thomas Pestell (1586-1667), writing his own Elegie on the truly noble Katherine Countesse of Chesterfeild. 1636, wrote 

Silly Samson though in printed verse

Prophane or touch her glad enamour’d sheet

With his affrighting and defiling feet.


               [p. 11 lines 14-16].
Hannah Buchan, editor of Pestell’s works, suggests that there is ‘perhaps some tincture of jealousy in his contempt’.

Sampson’s literary style is praised by Sir Egerton Brydges in 1816: writing about Virtus Post Funera Vivit he expresses praise and appreciation for the elegiac verses, believing 
that Sampson has not deserved his ‘obscurity’ and linking him with Abraham Cowley as ‘men of genius’.
 Brydges is of the opinion that
there have been few writers in verse of his own date less noticed than William 

Sampson. [His] lines are surely as good as those of a large portion of the same day, whose names and works are familiar to us; and better than those of any of the wretched metaphysical scribblers, whose reputation was raised upon their faults. The truth is, that simplicity and natural force require a more genuine and acute feeling and taste to relish them, than is possessed by the bulk of readers who require the stimulus of artificial ornaments; the pungency of forced and distorted wit; and, like the vulgar in their admiration of painting, the glare of unchaste colouring.  . . . But there is something so delicate and unobtrusive in true genius; something so much too nice for dull apprehensions to catch . . . .

It may be that a young Sampson met Henry Willoughby through Markham and the literary circle. Willoughby was certainly a patron of the arts, including of Michael Drayton and Phineas Fletcher. Fletcher is particularly interesting because, having graduated from Cambridge in Divinity, he was employed by Willoughby in Derbyshire from 1615 as chaplain, and from around 1622 in Norfolk as rector. Phineas Fletcher had a reputation as a poet even while at university and it could be speculated that around 1620 he was moving in the same circle as Markham and Sampson. It is likely that Willoughby met Sampson in the early 1620s and so he and Phineas Fletcher may both have been employed at Risley Hall at the same time. Phineas was also first cousin to John Fletcher, respected playwright, who may well have been able to effect an introduction for Sampson into literary circles. 
I have researched extensively in my endeavour to produce a complete biography for William Sampson. It would be helpful to know where Sampson met both Markham and Willoughby, where The Vow Breaker was performed and whether Sir Henry and Anne Willoughby were his patrons. Anne still lived with her father, although she was twenty-two when the play was published, and so presumably she was not in the position of being a patroness herself: perhaps Sampson just wanted to please her father by dedicating his play to her.  

In conclusion, I am able to confirm very little about William Sampson and his background. It is known that he was alive for a period of over fifty years from about 1600 and, if it is assumed that his service was continuous, he spent most of his life with the Willoughby family, although it would appear likely that he had close connections with the South Nottinghamshire area as well as Derbyshire. In addition, it is known that when he was barely twenty-one Sampson collaborated with Gervase Markham and, at about the same time, he wrote a comedy, The Widow’s Prize. The last known published works of William Sampson were in 1636, when both The Vow Breaker and Virtus Post Funera Vivit were published.  
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