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Introduction



This book aims
to give an overview of the Great Plague of London in 1665,
outlining its pathology and history, and to gather and compare
various accounts of it that were written at the time.

Chief among
these accounts is Daniel Defoe’s A Journal of the Plague
Year (which, though written some years later, drew heavily on
contemporary sources); this famous book is presented here in
abridged form.

The other
writers examined are diarists – notably Pepys – who lived through
the plague, doctors who practised in London at the time, and
would-be doctors who proposed their own remedies. These authors are
represented by extracts and summaries of their work. One sermon is
also included, as a particularly interesting example of its
genre.

Finally, the
Appendix contains the full text of the Lord Mayor’s Orders for the
city in 1665.
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The Plague:
the disease and its history



The highly
dangerous disease known as plague is caused by the bacteria
Yersinia pestis, which normally lives on small mammals such
as rats and other rodents. The bacteria causes three forms of the
disease: bubonic (the most common form), septicaemic and
pneumonic.

Plague can be
transmitted in several ways. Fleas which bite an infected animal
may spread the bubonic version of the disease to the next animals
they bite, including humans. Humans can also catch plague from
contact with infected body tissue or fluids, and by inhaling
droplets from a person suffering from the pneumonic form of the
disease.

After the
initial infection, there is an incubation period of between one and
seven days. Patients then begin to suffer from fever, an aching
body, nausea and vomiting, and general weakness. The lymph nodes in
the groin, armpits and neck may become inflamed, swollen and
painful: these swellings are known as buboes. The bubonic form of
plague is fatal in between 30% and 60% of people.

In historic
epidemics of plagues, smaller spots, pustules and carbuncles were
also recorded elsewhere on the victims’ bodies and were frequently
referred to as the ‘tokens’ (i.e. signs of the disease). Although
these tokens were commonly seen by doctors in 1665 (for example,
William Boghurst, whose list of symptoms appears later in this
ebook) they seem to be largely absent from modern cases of the
disease.

The bubonic
form of plague may progress to infect the lungs, causing pneumonic
plague. This causes difficulty in breathing and can rapidly lead to
respiratory failure and shock. Pneumonic plague is likely to be
fatal if untreated.

A further
complication is septicaemic plague, which occurs when the bacteria
multiply in the bloodstream. This causes bleeding from the mouth
and other orifices, shock, and gangrene (the blackening and death
of body tissue) in the patient’s extremities. It frequently causes
death on the same day that symptoms appear.
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All types of
plague are treatable nowadays with antibiotics, as long as
diagnosis is early enough. The World Health Organisation website
https://www.who.int/health-topics/plague
lists recent occurrences as well as other information about plague.
It has become a very rare disease with only a few hundred cases a
year worldwide.

However, this
was not always so. Plague has ravaged human populations many times
through the centuries, and has evidently been around for at least
five thousand years. Researchers have found a form of plague DNA in
a five thousand year old tomb in Sweden, and have suggested that it
mutated from earlier infections in European settlements where
sanitation was poor. As wheeled transport spread trade throughout
Europe, the plague could well have been spread along with it.
(https://www.livescience.com/64246-ancient-plague-swedish-tomb.html
)

By the time of
the Greek historian Herodotus, plague had become a well-known
disease. Book 6 of his Histories mentions how, in the year
494 BCE or thereabouts, a group of a hundred youths were sent from
Chios to Delphi, of whom ninety-eight were struck down by plague.
In 430 BCE plague spread to Athens from north Africa; and the Roman
Empire was afflicted by an epidemic in 250 to 270 CE.

The ‘Plague of
Justinian’ (542–546 CE) was the first great pandemic in which
plague spread across the globe, arriving at Constantinople in 542
CE and killing thousands a day there, before advancing across the
Middle East to Iran.

In the
fourteenth century a second great pandemic ravaged China, India and
Russia; Italian traders carried the disease to Europe in 1347. This
was the outbreak known as ‘The Black Death’, which arrived in
Britain in 1348. It may have killed over half of Europe’s
population, and worldwide may have had almost 100 million victims
(according to estimated world population figures from the US
census: 
https://www.census.gov/data/tables/time-series/demo/international-programs/historical-est-worldpop.html
).

After the Black
Death, outbreaks of the disease in Britain continued regularly,
with major epidemics occurring in London every thirty years or so.
There were serious epidemics in1563, 1593, 1625 and 1665.

The outbreak of
1563 may have killed one-quarter to one-third of the city’s
population – perhaps 18,000 people. In August of that year it
caused over a thousand deaths a week, and forced Queen Elizabeth to
leave London and set up her court at Windsor.

About the same
number of people are thought to have died in the epidemic of 1592.
In 1625, when London was again ‘visited’ (a term often used for a
place that fell victim to plague,) it seems to have been with less
devastating effect than previously. However, in 1665 the plague was
to return in full virulence.
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The main host
for the plague in Britain is thought to have been the black rat,
which passed it on to humans via rat fleas. English epidemics
tended to start in spring, heighten through summer and decline with
the colder weather, when rat fleas often hibernate, or in severe
weather may even die. Outbreaks were usually worst in towns and
cities with their higher density of population, especially in the
over-crowded and unsanitary areas inhabited by the poor.

The outbreaks
in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries were all part of the
second pandemic, which lasted for several centuries as plague
continued to reappear sporadically throughout Europe, especially
around the Mediterranean. The ‘Great Plague of Seville’, for
instance, beginning in 1647, wiped out a quarter of that Spanish
city’s population.

London’s most
notorious outbreak, in 1665, became known as the Great Plague of
London, and also killed about a quarter of the population. It was
not in fact as severe as the Black Death of the fourteenth century,
but it was better documented, and was the last such major outbreak
of the disease in England.

However,
globally plague did not go away. In 1738 a further epidemic
afflicted Eastern Europe; and what is now known as the third
pandemic began in China in 1855. This final pandemic caused many
millions of deaths in India and China, and continued in smaller
outbreaks throughout the world into the early twentieth century.
Only with the discovery of antibiotics has plague become a minor
cause of sickness and death, instead of a major and greatly feared
one.
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The Great
Plague of 1665 in England: an outline





The 1665
epidemic may have been started by flea-infested bales of cotton
shipped over to London from Amsterdam, or by ships from Rotterdam
which landed at Yarmouth. Certainly that town on England’s east
coast suffered several deaths from the plague in November 1664.

Whatever its
source, the first serious indications of the outbreak in London
seem to have occurred in the spring of 1665, in St
Giles-in-the-Fields, a parish outside the city walls. The death
rate there rose in April but the increased deaths were not
officially attributed to plague until May, when the area was put
into quarantine.

During the
summer months the disease spread through London. Those who could
afford to left in droves; King Charles II and his court moved first
to Hampton Court and then to Oxford, and Parliament was also moved
to Oxford.

Because London
had already suffered several outbreaks of plague in the seventeenth
century, there were standard measures that were put in place in
such cases. Following the advice of the Royal College of
Physicians, the Lord Mayor of London and his aldermen issued orders
to try and halt the spread of the disease. (The Lord Mayor’s orders
are contained in the appendix to this book.)

The measures
were strict and sometimes severe. In towns, infected houses were
ordered to be shut up with all their inhabitants (both diseased and
well) inside, and the doors were usually marked with a cross and
the words ‘Lord have mercy upon us’. Watchmen were appointed and
posted outside such houses to buy food and run errands for the
inhabitants, and to prevent them from leaving.

In 1665 the
Earl of Craven suggested that the shutting-up of families in their
houses was inhumane and of little use. Instead, he advocated the
setting up of more pest-houses (isolation hospitals.) Although
Daniel Defoe refers at one point to the city having only one
pest-house, and later says two were used, at Old Street and
Westminster, it seems certain that there were more, perhaps
temporary ones, on the fringes of London’s surrounding villages –
for instance, Putney had two. ( see http://faded-london.blogspot.com/2011/02/putney-pest-houses.html)
Wooden pest-houses could be erected quickly in time of need.

Officials known
as ‘examiners’ were appointed to check premises and people for any
signs of disease, and to shut up houses where it was found. Bodies
were checked to establish the cause of death; all bodies had to be
removed and burials performed by night. Constables ensured that
these rules were followed.

There were also
regulations about keeping streets clean and free of beggars, and
about disposing of infected household goods.

All the
regulations and constraints that were put in place might have been
useful for a different disease, but because plague was transmitted
by rats and their fleas (which could not be shut up) the measures
probably had little effect.

The numbers of
deaths were published weekly in lists called Mortality Bills. These
bills showed that deaths in London peaked in September, when 7,165
people died in one week. The true number was certainly higher as
the deaths of many of the poor went unrecorded.

As the
graveyards filled up, large plague pits were dug to hold the dead.
Daniel Defoe’s A Journal of the Plague Year contains a
graphic description of corpses being tipped without ceremony into a
mass grave by buriers fearful of infection. However, the excavation
of one burial pit by the Museum of London Archaeology, which
uncovered 3,500 bodies, found that they had been respectfully
buried in coffins. (https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/science-environment-37287715
) That is not to say that Defoe exaggerated; there were hundreds of
plague pits all over London, although the exact location of many is
not known. At the height of the plague it is unlikely that all the
victims received a decent burial.
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At the time the
cause of the disease was unknown. There were various theories: it
was attributed to bad air, ‘effluviums’ or bad smells, animals,
insects, weather or simply the will of God. A person’s frame of
mind was thought by some to make them liable to the disease;
certain authors thought it was an affliction of the spirit that
caused the physical symptoms.

Accordingly
many different remedies were tried and touted. Few were likely to
have given sufferers much relief, let alone have cured them. The
King’s Medicines for the Plague, an officially approved book
first published in 1604, was re-issued in 1665 by government order.
It contained a mixture of prayers and herbal remedies, largely
innocuous. Much stranger and more extreme remedies were propounded
by numerous other authors, whether medically qualified or not.

In the belief
that dogs and cats were spreaders of the plague, tens of thousands
were killed by official order. This particular measure may well
have been detrimental as it removed the predators of black rats,
and might thus have enabled them and their fleas to flourish.

In the
widespread belief that contagion was spread through the air, public
assemblies, apart from religious ones, were prohibited. Theatres
and places of entertainment closed, as did many shops.

Although
churches remained open, not all their ministers stayed. Some fell
ill and some fled to the countryside. Nevertheless, prayer and
repentance were seen by many people as essential in warding off the
plague; congregations flocked to hear any ministers who were still
preaching. Dissenting and Puritan ministers who had been ousted
from their posts a few years previously now often filled the empty
pulpits and were heard anew. Prayer and repentance for one’s sins
were thought by many to be the best protection against the
disease.

The streets
emptied of people and traffic; grass began to grow in some.
Pedestrians took to walking down the middle of the street, away
from houses that might be infected (a habit noted by Daniel Defoe.)
There was another reason for avoiding going outside: both Defoe and
the doctor Nathaniel Hodges recorded how sufferers afflicted with
pain or delirium might run out into the streets, ‘staggering like
drunken men’, wrote Hodges, and would sometimes fall down and die
there.

When autumn
came on and the weather cooled, the outbreak ran less fiercely
through the city. It is not known why the virulence of the epidemic
lessened: its cessation has been attributed to the Great Fire of
1666, to the weather, or to mutations in the bacteria
responsible.

As the number
of deaths slowly declined, the large part of the population that
had fled began to return to the city. Life took on a more normal
aspect. Although sporadic incidences of plague recurred into the
following year, their numbers were small compared to 1665. By the
end of the outbreak, official records showed that around 69,000
victims had died in London. It is thought, however, that the true
number of deaths many have exceeded 100,000.
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London was not
the only place to suffer. Other parts of the country also had many
victims of the plague: these included Colchester, several towns in
Kent, Salisbury, Cambridge and Derby.

It is worth
noting the progress of the 1665 plague in Eyam, a Derbyshire
village which has become famous for its actions after it was
afflicted with the disease. The village is thought to have been
infected when a bundle of clothes arrived from London infested with
fleas, and was opened by the tailor’s assistant.

As the disease
spread through the village, the local minister, the Rev. William
Mompesson, introduced measures to prevent its further spread into
the neighbouring countryside. The villagers reduced contact with
each other, attending church services out of doors, and the whole
village put itself into quarantine and refused direct contact with
those from the outside world. Villagers left money at a boundary
stone, in holes drilled specially and filled with vinegar, to pay
for supplies which were left there in turn.

As a result,
although the majority of the inhabitants may have died – 273
according to the church record – the surrounding villages seem to
have remained free of infection. Mompesson himself survived and did
not die until 1709. A fuller account of the Eyam plague can be read
in Charles Creighton’s A History of Epidemics in Britain, (2
vols, Cambridge University Press 1891), a comprehensive work which
is thoroughly researched on the history if not the science of the
plague.
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The plague
lingered on in many parts of south-east England through 1666. In
particular, Colchester, in Essex, suffered throughout that year. It
is thought that the last epidemic in England was in Nottingham in
1667, although there continued to be occasional deaths from plague
in London every year up until 1679.

The reason for
the general decline of plague in Britain is not clear, since
over-crowding and insanitary living conditions remained common in
the cities until the twentieth century. However, one possible
factor is a drop in the numbers of black rats and hence of the
fleas that carried the disease. The black rat was largely
superseded by the brown rat, which seems to have introduced into
the country in the early 18th century, and whose particular fleas
are less well adapted to biting humans. (https://www.historytoday.com/archive/feature/plague-england
)

In the
eighteenth century occasional cases of plague in England were
reported, but it seems that such reports were probably false.
Ireland, Scotland and Wales had already been free of the disease
since about 1650. Plague in Britain had finally died out.
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Contemporary
documents about the Plague





The Great
Plague of 1665, as well as being the last major epidemic of the
disease in Britain, is also notable for the number of contemporary
documents concerned with it. The majority of writings about the
plague tend to be scientific or medical studies, pseudo-scientific
‘cures’, or religious tracts, rather than historical or
journalistic accounts.

This ebook
contains extracts from works of several kinds, as discussed
below.





Narrative:



Daniel Defoe
and A Journal of the Plague Year



The next
section of this ebook contains an abridged version of Defoe’s work
A Journal of the Plague Year.

This book is by
far the best-known account of the 1665 plague, and the first
attempt at a journalistic narrative about it. In fact it was not
written until many years after the event, in 1722, when there was a
revival of interest in the subject following a major outbreak of
plague in Marseilles in 1720.

Daniel Defoe
(1660 to 1731) was an enterprising and energetic merchant,
political activist and author who at one time was imprisoned for
libel. His 1704 book The Storm is regarded as one of the
first examples of modern journalism: it contained eyewitness
accounts of a destructive storm the previous year. Defoe was a
prolific writer of both fiction and non-fiction, and sometimes
blended the two in his work. His most famous book, Robinson
Crusoe, was based on the true story of a Scottish castaway. Of
his many other works, the most widely known are the novels Moll
Flanders and Roxana, and the semi-fictional A Journal
of the Plague Year.

A Journal of
the Plague Year is an account of one man’s experiences during
the 1665 plague. Although it purports to be autobiographical, Defoe
was only five years old during the Great Plague and is unlikely to
have had any meaningful memory of the events then. However, he is
thought to have drawn on the experiences of his uncle Henry Foe,
who like the protagonist of the book was a saddler in East London;
and there was probably no shortage of other tales that had been
handed down orally since 1665.

In writing his
book, Defoe made extensive use of the Weekly Bills of Mortality
which were published throughout the plague year, although the
figures he gave in his book differ from other sources. He also
referred to the regulations set down by the Lord Mayor, describing
them at length.

In addition,
Defoe may have drawn on medical and other works written at the time
of the plague. While there is no definite proof of this, there are
certainly resemblances between his book and the account of events
in Loimologia by Nathaniel Hodges (see below.)

Whatever his
sources, Defoe’s ‘journal’ has the appearance of a carefully
researched and generally credible narrative. It is vivid and even
sensationalist in its description of some events, but adopts a more
measured tone in reporting the rumours and theories that were rife
at the time.





Note on this
abridgement of Defoe’s work



While Defoe’s
writing is vivid, it can also be prolix and meandering, going back
and forth in time and place. His Journal is written as one
long unbroken narrative, without chapters; and his eighteenth
century vocabulary and style can be obscure to the modern reader
(for instance, he refers to plague as the distemper
throughout.)

To aid
navigation through the book, the version presented here divides it
into 18 parts. Defoe’s sometimes repetitive narrative has been
shortened, so that the book is reduced to a little over half of its
original length.

The vocabulary,
style and spelling have been modernised where appropriate to make
the meaning clearer. Occasionally sentences have been paraphrased.
Defoe quoted extensive lists of figures from the Bills of
Mortality, which in this edition have been summarised or
omitted.





Diarists



Samuel Pepys
(1600 – 1679) and John Evelyn (1620 – 1706) were both diarists who
lived and worked in London at the time of the plague. Pepys was a
Navy administrator while Evelyn was a Commissioner for the care of
wounded seamen. The two men knew each other; and both refer to the
plague in their diary entries for 1665. However, while Pepys
mentions it extensively, for Evelyn it seems to have been very much
in the background of life, and obviously did not affect him
directly. For that reason only extracts from Pepys’s diaries are
included here.

A less well
known diarist of the day was the Essex vicar Ralph Josselin (1616 –
1683): although his diary is much less detailed than Pepys’s, the
plague and its effects were evidently much on his mind and were
frequently referred to in his brief diary entries. Relevant
extracts from his diaries are also included here.





Medical
Men



At the time of
the plague, medical men could be physicians, surgeons (or
chirurgeons) or apothecaries; all these might be called upon to
attend the sick, and several subsequently wrote accounts of the
plague, mixing their personal experience with theorizing.

William
Boghurst (c. 1630 – 1685) was a London apothecary who made a study
of plague victims and their symptoms, and in 1666 wrote up his
findings in Loimographia or, an Experimentall Relation of the
Plague. (Loimos or Λοιμος is the Greek for plague). Extracts
and a summary of his work are included here.

George Thomson
(1619 – 1677), a London physician, also wrote about his experiences
of the plague in his book Loimotomia, or, the Pest
Anatomized (1666). Of particular interest is his description of
his dissection of a victim’s body; and of his attempts to cure
himself after fearing he had caught the disease from the corpse. A
summary and extracts from his work are also included here.

Nathaniel
Hodges (1629 – 1688) was a London physician and medical adviser to
the city during the plague, who in 1672 published an account of the
outbreak, Loimologia. His book was written in Latin, and was
not translated into English until 1720. Extracts from that
translation (which was edited by John Quincy) are given here.

There was no
general scientific consensus at the time about either the cause of
the disease or its treatment. Authors frequently contradicted each
other’s assertions, and disagreement between doctors was common. As
well as the above books, numerous other medical and scientific – or
pseudo-scientific – books and pamphlets were published in 1665 and
1666, catering for a readership desperate for remedies and
answers.

Three of these
works, two written by the doctors William Simpson and Theophilus
Garencières, and one by an anonymous author, are represented here
by shorter extracts. They typify the range of attitudes, theories
and proposed solutions to the disease.





Religious
writers



As well as
scientific explanations for the plague, religious explanations were
propounded in many published sermons and written works. The authors
of these were frequently ministers; they generally viewed the
disease as a manifestation of God’s judgement on a wicked society,
and exhorted readers to religious devotion.

One of the more
notable of such works was God’s Terrible Voice in the City.
This long sermon by Thomas Vincent (1634 – 1678), a dissenting
preacher, paints a dramatic picture of London during the plague.
Extracts are included here.

 




A range of
other works, both scientific and religious, can be viewed via the
British Library website at https://www.bl.uk/ , at the
Wellcome Library website at https://wellcomelibrary.org/
, or at Harvard University’s online collection at https://curiosity.lib.harvard.edu/contagion
.

 


 


Newspapers



As for
contemporary newspapers, they are of little use for information
about the plague of 1665. Newspapers did exist; the
Intelligencer and the Newes were weekly newspapers
published in London from 1663 – 66, and when the court of King
Charles II moved to Oxford to escape the plague, a newspaper called
The Oxford Gazette was born, and renamed The London
Gazette on its relocation in November 1665.

However, all
these newspapers were set up by the government, which at the time
kept an extremely tight rein on the press. They seem to have been
mainly concerned with Court, military and naval news, and do not
appear to have published any details of the plague outbreak other
than numbers of burials.
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Daniel
Defoe

A Journal of
the Plague Year



(abridged and
modernised; division into parts is by the editor)



being
Observations or Memorials

of the most
remarkable occurrences,

as well public
as private, which happened in

London during
the last great visitation in 1665.

Written by a
CITIZEN who continued

all the while
in London.

Never made
public before.






Part 1

 The Plague’s Arrival and
Spread





It was about
the beginning of September, 1664, that I heard in conversation with
my neighbours that the plague had returned to Holland. It had been
very violent there, and particularly at Amsterdam and Rotterdam in
1663. Some say it was brought there from Italy, or among goods
shipped from Turkey or the Levant; others said it came from Crete
or Cyprus. Wherever it came from, all agreed it was in Holland
again.

We had no such
thing as printed newspapers in those days to spread reports,
whether true or invented. But news was gathered from the letters of
merchants and others who corresponded abroad, and was then spread
by word of mouth; so that things did not spread instantly over the
whole nation, as they do now.

But it seems
that the Government had a true account of it, and several meetings
were held about ways to prevent its coming here; but all very
private. So this rumour died off again, and people began to forget
it, as a thing that did not concern us, and that we hoped was not
true; till late November or early December 1664 when two men, said
to be Frenchmen, died of the plague at the upper end of Drury Lane
in London.

The family they
were with tried to conceal it, but it became known in the
neighbourhood, and the Secretaries of State got knowledge of it;
they sent two physicians and a surgeon to the house. On making an
inspection they found signs of the sickness upon both the dead
bodies, and gave their opinions publicly that they died of the
plague. This news was given to the parish clerk, and it was printed
in the weekly bill of mortality in the usual manner, thus—



Plague, 2.
Parishes infected, 1.



People now
began to be alarmed all over the town, especially when in the last
week in December another man died in the same house, of the same
illness. Then six weeks passed with no sign of infection, and it
was said the illness was gone; but on about 12th February, another
died in another house, but in the same parish and in the same
manner.

As the weekly
bills showed an increase of burials in St Giles’s parish greater
than usual, it began to be suspected that the plague was among the
people at that end of the town, and that many had died of it,
though they had tried to keep it hidden as far as possible. People
avoided Drury Lane, or the other streets suspected, unless they had
business that obliged them to go there.

The usual
number of burials in a week, in the parishes of St
Giles-in-the-Fields and St Andrew’s, Holborn, were from twelve to
nineteen each; but from the time that the plague first began in St
Giles’s parish, it was observed that burials increased in number,
climbing into the twenties through January and February.

A similar
increase in burials was seen in the adjoining parishes of St
Bride’s and St James’s, Clerkenwell. In each of these parishes the
usual numbers that died weekly were between four and eight, whereas
at that time they doubled. This increase in the weekly bills of
burial was observed with great unease by the people.

However, as the
weather was cold, and the frost was very severe till the end of
February, the mortality bills decreased again, the city grew
healthy, and everybody began to look upon the danger as over;
except that the burials in St Giles’s continued to be high. From
the beginning of April they stood at twenty-five each week.

This alarmed us
all again, especially now the weather was growing warm, and summer
was at hand. However, the next week there seemed to be some hopes
again; the bills were low. But the following week the plague
returned, and spread into two or three other parishes around
Holborn.

This was the
beginning of May, yet the weather was temperate, and cool enough,
and people began to hope that, as the plague was chiefly among the
people at that end of the town, it might go no farther. We
continued in these hopes for a few days, but it was only for a few.
People began to search the houses and found that the plague was
really spread in every direction, and that many died of it every
day.

Now it could
not be concealed: the infection had spread itself beyond all hopes
of abatement. In the parish of St Giles it had got into several
streets, and several families lay all sick together; in the next
weekly bill of burials only fourteen were set down as the plague,
but this was deceit and collusion, for in St Giles’s parish they
buried forty in all, most of whom died of the plague.

The next bill
was from the 23rd of May to the 30th, when the number dead of the
plague was given as seventeen. But the burials in St Giles’s were
fifty-three – a frightful number! – and on an examination by the
justices of peace, at the Lord Mayor’s request, it was found there
were twenty more who were really dead of the plague in that parish,
but had been set down to other illnesses.

But those were
trifling things to what followed immediately after. For now the
weather grew hot, and in June the infection spread in a dreadful
manner. All who could conceal their illness did so, to prevent
their neighbours shunning them, and also to prevent authority
shutting up their houses; which, though it was not yet practised,
yet was threatened, and people were extremely terrified at the
thought of it.

In the second
week in June, the parish of St Giles buried 120, of which the bills
said only sixty-eight died of the plague, though everybody said
there had been 100 at least. Till this week the City of London had
stayed free of the plague, but now four died within the City, one
in Wood Street, one in Fenchurch Street, and two in Crooked Lane.
Southwark was entirely free, not one having yet died on that side
of the river.

I lived just
outside Aldgate, about midway between Aldgate Church and
Whitechapel Bars, and as the sickness had not reached that side of
the city, our neighbourhood continued very easy. But at the other
end of the town their consternation was very great: and the richer
people and the gentry thronged out of town with their families and
servants in an unusual manner. In Broad Street, where I lived,
indeed nothing was to be seen but wagons and carts full of goods,
women, servants, children, etc.; coaches filled with nobility, all
hurrying away; then empty wagons and carts appeared, and spare
horses with servants, who, it seemed, were sent from the country to
fetch more people away. There were also innumerable men on
horseback, alone or with servants, all loaded with baggage.

This was a very
terrible and melancholy thing to see, and as it went on from
morning to night, it filled me with very serious thoughts of the
misery that was coming upon the city, and those left in it.

There was great
pressing and crowding at the Lord Mayor’s door to get passes and
certificates of health, for without these, people were not allowed
to pass through the towns upon the road, or to lodge in any inn.
Now, as no-one had died in the City for all this time, my Lord
Mayor gave certificates of health without any difficulty.

This hurry
continued through May and June, all the more because it was
rumoured that the Government was to order turnpikes and barriers to
be placed on the roads to prevent people travelling, and that the
towns on the road would not allow people from London to pass for
fear of bringing the infection with them, though neither of these
rumours had any foundation at first.






Part 2

 The Narrator Considers Whether to
Leave


I now began to
consider seriously what I should do: whether I should resolve to
stay in London or shut up my house and flee, as many of my
neighbours did.

I had two
important considerations: one was the carrying on of my business
and shop, in which were invested all my wealth; and the other was
the preservation of my life, as I saw calamity coming upon the
whole city – but perhaps, I thought, my fears made things out to be
worse than they really were.

The first
consideration was of great importance to me; my trade was a
saddler, and as my dealings were chiefly not through my shop, but
among the merchants trading to the English colonies in America, so
my wealth lay in their hands. I was a single man, but I had a
family of servants; I had a house, shop, and warehouses filled with
goods; and, in short, to leave them all without any overseer would
have been to risk the loss of all I had in the world.

I had an elder
brother in London, who had come over not many years before from
Portugal. When I asked his advice, his answer was in three words:
‘Master, save thyself.’ In a word, he was all for my retiring into
the country, as he resolved to do himself with his family. He told
me that he had heard abroad that the best preparation for the
plague was to run away from it. As to my argument of losing my
trade and my goods, he told me that if I left I would trust God
with my trade, but if I stayed I would trust Him with my life.

I could not
argue that I was in any difficultly as to where to go, having
several friends and relations in Northamptonshire, and an only
sister in Lincolnshire, very willing to receive me.

My brother, who
had already sent his wife and two children into Bedfordshire, and
resolved to follow them, pressed me to go very earnestly. I
resolved to do so, but at that time could get no horse; for there
was hardly a horse to be bought or hired in the whole city for some
weeks. So I resolved to travel on foot with one servant, and carry
a soldier’s tent with us, and lie in the fields instead of staying
at inns, for the weather was warm. Many men did this, especially
those who had been in the army; and I must say that if more of the
people leaving had done the same, the plague would not have been
carried into so many country towns as it was.

But then my
servant, whom I had intended to take with me, deceived me; being
frightened at the increase of illness, he took other measures, and
left me, so I was put off for that time. One way or other, some
little accident always happened to stop me leaving; and this brings
in a story which otherwise might be thought a needless digression,
about these disappointments being from Heaven.

I mention this
story to advise any person in such a case, to keep his eye upon the
particular providences which occur at that time, and look at them
all together. Then he may safely take them for guidance from Heaven
about his duty, as to whether to go away or stay when his town is
visited with an infectious disease.

It came very
warmly into my mind one morning, as I was musing on this particular
thing, that as nothing happened without the direction of Divine
Power, so my little disappointments must mean that it was the will
of Heaven that I should not go. It immediately followed in my
thoughts, that in that case, God must be able to preserve me in the
midst of the death and danger that would surround me; and that if I
attempted to save myself by fleeing, it was a kind of flying from
God, and that He could cause His justice to overtake me when and
where He thought fit.

These thoughts
quite changed my mind about leaving, and when I talked to my
brother again I told him that I was inclined to stay for this
reason.

My brother,
though a very religious man himself, laughed, and told me several
stories of such foolhardy people, as he called them, as I was; that
I ought indeed to submit to it as a work of Heaven if I had been
disabled and could not leave; but to take it as a sign from Heaven
that I should not go out of town, only because I could not hire a
horse, or because my servant had run away, was ridiculous, since I
had my health and limbs, and other servants, and might easily
travel a day or two on foot. Since I had a good certificate of
health, I might hire a horse or take a post-chaise on the road.

Then he
proceeded to tell me of the Turks in Asia, where he had been a
merchant: how, presuming their destiny was predetermined, they
would go unconcerned into infected places and talk with infected
persons, and then died by the thousand; whereas the Europeans
merchants, who kept themselves retired, generally escaped the
contagion.

At this I
changed my mind again, and began to resolve to go, and made all
things ready; for the infection increased around me, and the death
had risen to almost seven hundred a week, and my brother told me he
would stay no longer.

I went home
that evening greatly oppressed in my mind, irresolute, and not
knowing what to do. I was all alone; for already people had, by a
general consent, stopped going out of doors after sunset; for
reasons I shall say more of by-and-by.

On this evening
I endeavoured to resolve what it was my duty to do, going over the
arguments in my mind. It occurred to me that if I had what I might
call a direction to stay, it ought to contain a promise of being
preserved if I obeyed. Turning over the Bible which lay before me,
I cried out, ‘Well, I know not what to do; Lord, direct me!’

At that moment
I happened to stop turning the pages at the ninety-first Psalm, and
casting my eye on the second verse, I read on to the seventh verse,
and then the tenth: ‘I will say of the Lord, He is my refuge and my
fortress: my God, in Him will I trust. Surely He shall deliver thee
from the snare of the fowler, and from the noisome pestilence…. A
thousand shall fall at thy side, and ten thousand at thy right
hand; but it shall not come nigh thee. Only with thine eyes shalt
thou behold and see the reward of the wicked. Because thou hast
made the Lord, which is my refuge, even the most High, thy
habitation; there shall no evil befall thee, neither shall any
plague come nigh thy dwelling.’

I scarcely need
tell the reader that from that moment I resolved that I would stay
in the town, and casting myself entirely upon the goodness and
protection of the Almighty, would not seek any other shelter. I was
in His hands, and it was right that He should do with me as should
seem good to Him.

With this
resolution I went














cover.jpg
The Plague
of 1665:

Daniel Defoe’s
Journal of the Plague Year

and other contemporary
accounts

Emma Laybourn





