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CHAPTER I

PLAGUE

The Plague of 1603, which is said to have
swept away 30,578 persons, is one of the four great plagues of
London of the seventeenth century. Historians, in their desire to
account for these visitations, talk glibly about the sanitary
arrangements of the City, the scant supply of good water, the
crowded houses, and so forth as helping to spread the Plague. No
doubt these things did help and encourage the visitation. Let us
point out, however, that the City a hundred years after the plague
of 1666—say, in 1766—was far more crowded than at that time, that
its sanitary arrangements were no better, and that the people,
though the New River water was laid on, continued to drink the
water of the City wells (not, certainly, so many as before the
fire), which received the filtrations and the pollutions of a
hundred and fifty burial-grounds. They also continued their
cess-pools, their narrow lanes, and their kennels filled with
refuse of all kinds. Yet in the eighteenth century there was no
plague. Let us also point out that parts of all great cities in
Europe were, and are still, extremely crowded and filthy, yet no
plague. In other words, it is dangerous to be unwashed, but not in
itself a sufficient cause of plague. There must have been causes,
of which one knows nothing, why the Plague should take hold of the
City on four separate occasions in one century, and after
devastating it on a grand scale, should go away for good. All the
precautions observed in 1666 are recorded to have been taken in
1603. Women who had to do with the sick and the dead, if they went
abroad, carried in their hands a red staff, so that people gave
them a wide berth. Warnings were issued against attending funerals;
dogs were killed; infected houses were marked with a red cross;
streets were cleansed; bonfires were lit at street corners; the
grave-diggers and the conductors of the dead carts did their work
with the protection of tobacco; a thick cover of earth was laid
upon the dead. The people, thrown out of work by thousands, were
relieved and maintained by the Corporation and the City
Companies.

There exists a strange and
whimsical account of this plague entitled The Wonderful Yeare 1603. The writer
has no intention of setting down a plain unvarnished tale, as will
be seen from the following extracts (Phœnix Britannicus):—

“A stiffe and freezing
horror sucks up the rivers of my blood; my haire stands on ende
with the panting of my braines: mine eye balls are ready to start
out, being beaten with the billowes of my teares: out of my weeping
pen does the ink mournfully and more bitterly than gall drop on the
pale-faced paper, even when I do but thinke how the bowels of my
sicke country have been torne. Apollo, therefore, and you
bewitching silver-tongued Muses, get you gone: I invocate none
of your names. Sorrow and truth, sit you on each side of me, whilst
I am delivered of this deadly burden: prompt me that I may utter
ruthfull and passionate condolement: arme my trembling hand, that I
may boldly rip up and anatomize the ulcerous body of this
Anthropophagized Plague:
lend me art (without any counterfeit shadowing) to paint and
delineate to the life the whole story of this mortall and
pestiferous battaile. And you the ghosts of those more (by many)
than 40,000, that with the virulent poison of infection have been
driven out of your earthly dwellings: you desolate hand-wringing
widowes, that beate your bosomes over your departing husbandes: you
wofully distracted mothers that with dishevelled hair fall into
swounds, while you lie kissing the insensible cold lips of your
breathless infants: you outcast and downtrodden orphans, that shall
many a yeare hence remember more freshly to mourne, when your
mourning garments shall look old and be forgotten: and you the
Genii of all those emptyed families, whose habitations are now
among the Antipodes: joine all your hands together, and with your
bodies cast a ring about me: let me behold your ghastly vizages,
that my paper may receive their true pictures and eccho forth your
grones through the hollow trunke of my pen, and rain down your
gummy tears into mine incke, that even marble bosomes may be shaken
with terrour, and hearts of adamant melt into
compassion.”

He goes on to describe the many who ran
away:—

“It was no boot to bid
them take their heels, for away they trudge thick and threefold:
some riding, some on foote, some without bootes, some in their
slippers, by water, by land, swom they westward: many to Gravesend
none went unless they were driven: for whosoever landed there never
came back again. Hacknies, water-men, and wagons were not so
terribly employed many a year: so that within a short time there
was not a good horse in Smithfield, nor a coach to be set eye on:
for after the world had once run upon the wheeles of the pest cart,
neither coach nor caroach durst appeare in his likenesse. Let us
pursue these run-awayes no longer, but leave them in the
unmercifull hands of the country-hardheaded Hobbinolls (who are
ordained to be their tormentors), and return back to the siege of
the citie.
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Every house lookte like St. Bartholomew’s
Hospitall, and every street like Bucklersbury, for poor Methridatum
and Dragonwater (being both of them in all the world, scarce worth
threepence) were boxt into every corner, and yet were both drunke
every hour at other men’s cost. Lazarus lay groaning at every man’s
door: marry no Dives was within to send him a crum (for all your
Gold-finches were fled to the woods) nor a dogge left to licke his
sores, for they (like Curres) were knockt downe like oxen, and fell
thicker than acornes. I am amazed to remember what dead marches
were made of three thousand trooping together: husbands, wives, and
children being led as ordinarily to one grave as if they had gone
to one bed. And those that could shift for a time, and shrink their
heads out of the collar (as many did) yet went they most bitterly
miching and muffled up and downe with rue and worme-wood stoft into
their eares and nostrils, looking like so many bores’ heads stuck
with branches of rosemary, to be served in for brawne at Christmas.
This was a rare world for the Church, who had wont to complaine for
want of living, and now had more living thrust upon her than she
knew how to bestow: to have been clarke now to a parish clarke was
better than to serve some foolish justice of peace, or than the
yeare before to have been a benefice.
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Never let any man aske me what became of our
Phisitions in this massacre; they hid their synodicall heads as
well as the prowdest: and I cannot blame them: for their
phlebotomes, losinges, and electuaries, with their diacatholicons,
diacodions, amulets and antidotes had not so much strength to hold
life and soule together; as a pot of Pindar’s Ale and a nutmeg:
their drugs turned to dirt, their simples were simple things: Galen
could do no more than Sir Giles Goosecap: Hipocrates, Avicen,
Paracelsus, Rafis, Fernalius, with all their succeeding rabble of
doctors and water-casters were at their wits end, or, I think,
rather at the world’s end, for not one of them durst peepe abroad,
or if any did take upon him to play the ventrous knight, the plague
put him to his nonplus: in such strange and such changeable shapes
did this camelion-like sicknes appeare, that they could not (with
all the cunning in their budgets) make pursenets to take him
napping.”

The Plague first made its appearance in the
East End; it raged at Gravesend. On the alarm of its spreading all
those who could took flight; those who were left behind were the
working-men, craftsmen, journeymen, and servants, who lost their
work and their wages. Among the fugitives were the physicians,
whose place was taken by quacks; and in the City there perished
many thousands, sometimes whole families dying in a single house;
sometimes poor wretches lying down to die in the street or under a
stall; in a word, all the horrors of such a visitation with which
Defoe has made the world familiar.

Twenty-one years later, on
the accession of Charles, the Plague returned, and, continuing for
a year, carried off 35,417 persons in London alone. I mention it in
this place because the same writer, Benjamin Spencer, who gave
us The Wonderful Yeare lived to write in 1625 Vox
Civitatis, the Lament of London. The City
complains that her children have infected the air with their sins;
we need not enumerate the sins; in this respect every city is
conservative. These and not the stinks of the City, not the reeking
shambles, the noisome kennel, the malarious laystall are the cause
of the Plague. Nor is her trouble only caused by sickness and death
of multitudes:—

“This is not all my
trouble, for my sorrows are increased like my sins: sickness hath
consumed my substance: and with David, I justly say, I am weak and
poor. My poverty lieth in being void of Trade, Money and victual.
All which I am well nigh destitute of at this time. This I confess
to be justly inflicted on me for my Pride, with which I have sought
to outface Heaven. My tinckling feet, and my tip-toe Pace, my
horned Tyaras, and crisp-curled locks, Shin-pride, and shoe-pride.
Fulness of Bread hath made me lift my heel against my Maker, I said
in my prosperity I should never be moved: but Thou, O Lord, hast
turned Thy face, and I am troubled. My children have been so
full-fed, that they have fallen out among themselves, the meanest
thinking himself as good as the Magistrate, and the mighty refusing
to look upon the cause of the mean. My Merchants have been the
companions of Princes, but now are gone; their place is scarce to
be found. How hath my back groaned with heavy burdens: and now
Issacher stands still for want of work. One Waine may carry all I
sell in a day. I have had such trading, that I could scarce find
time to serve God, but now every day is a holiday, because I have
prophaned His holy day (even His blessed Sabbath) which hath been
dedicated to Him, as a remembrance of His glorious resurrection.
But I have laid dead in sins and trespasses. I have given liberty
to my servants to execute their wills in Sabbath breaking and
deceiving: now God hath proclaimed liberty for them to the
pestilence, to wandering, and to idleness. My apprentices have been
the children of knights, and justices of the country (which they
accepted at my hands joyfully), but now my children are cast out by
those Swines like dung, rated like Beggars, served like swine in
Hogsties, buried in the Highway like Malefactors.”

 


With a great deal more, from which we
perceive that the same things happened in 1625 as in 1603.
Aldermen, Common Councilmen, Magistrates, Physicians, Lawyers,
Clergymen, all ran away, and among the dying sat the children not
yet infected, crying for bread. It would seem—a fact that I have
not elsewhere observed—that they turned the rooms over the City
gates into hospitals or receiving houses for the children,
doubtless the orphaned children.

Besides the two visitations of Plague
already mentioned, there were in the seventeenth century two more,
viz. in 1636 and 1665, the first of these occurring after an
interval of no more than five years since the preceding one. The
deaths from Plague for these four visitations were as follows; the
numbers must be taken as approximate only:—

In 1603 there died of Plague 30,561
persons.

 „ 1625            „         „          35,417     „


 „ 1636            „         „          10,400     „


 „ 1665            „         „          68,596     „

That is to say, in sixty-three years there
died 144,974 persons of Plague alone. There were, however, many
more victims, because between 1603 and 1636 the Plague was hardly
ever absent. The deaths from Plague every year ranged from 1000 to
4000, though in one or two years there were none.

For the greatest and last visitation, that
of 1665, we have, besides the graphic account of Defoe, also the
more sober notices of Pepys and Evelyn. There were warnings of the
approach of the Plague. In the autumn of 1663 it was reported to be
raging in Amsterdam; ships from Holland were placed in quarantine;
in December 1664 one person died of Plague in London; in February
1665 another death was reported; in April there were two; in May
the number began to increase, running up to nine, fourteen, and
forty-three. The summer of 1665 was extremely hot; an unclouded sky
continued for weeks; there was no rain to wash the streets; there
was no wind to refresh the air; if the people made bonfires to
create a draught, it was observed that the flame and smoke mounted
straight up. In June all those who could escape to the country left
the town in whatsoever vehicles they could get—coaches, carriages,
waggons, and carts. There was a general stampede, until the
villagers stopped it, driving back the people with pitch-forks, and
the Lord Mayor stopped it by refusing certificates of health. Then,
the mortality rising daily by leaps and bounds, the people sat down
in their houses to die, or wandered disconsolately about the
desolate streets, marking the crosses on the doors with sinking
hearts.
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LORD CRAVEN

From a rare print.

 


There was no trade or
craft of any kind carried on; shops, warehouses, offices, quays
were closed or deserted; ships that arrived laden remained
unnoticed in the Pool; the craftsmen and the common people had no
work and drew no wages; servants and apprentices were thrust into
the street; except for food there was nothing bought or sold; the
quays, the port, the streets were silent; there was no grumbling of
the broad wheels of waggons; there were no street cries; there were
no bells; there were no children shouting and running about the
streets. The churches, deserted by their incumbents, were taken
over by Nonconformist ministers. It was contrary to law, but at
such a time who cared for law? These preachers, braver than their
persecutors, exhorted fearlessly crowded congregations, catching at
every word of consolation or hope; quacks of the basest kind issued
their advertisements, professing to cure the Plague. All kinds of
ridiculous remedies were tried; plague water, amulets, hot spices,
cupping glasses, besides old mediæval nostrums, all these were
advocated and proved futile. The parishes which suffered most were
St. Giles in the Fields; St. Andrew’s, Holborn; St. Clement Danes;
St. Martin’s in the Fields, and Westminster. When the disease
abated in those parts it broke out with equal force in Cripplegate,
St. Sepulchre’s; St. James’s, Clerkenwell; St. Bride’s, and St.
Botolph’s, Aldersgate. The City was divided into districts, each
with surgeons, nurses, watchers, and grave-diggers; infected houses
were closed; their doors were marked with a red cross a foot long;
the grave-diggers removed the bodies of those who died in the
streets; in the night the cart went round to collect the dead; the
bodies were thrown into fosses
communes, or common graves, either in the
parish churchyard or some place set apart outside the town. There
were hospitals erected called Pest Houses, one in Tothill Fields
and one in Old Street; but those were only for people who could
afford to pay. In a tract entitled “God’s terrible voice to the
City,” by the Rev. Thomas Vincent, there is a picture, not
overdrawn, of the City in August when the Plague was at its
worst:—
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