
 The impact of the Great Plague 
The year 1665 was the worst outbreak of plague in England since 

the Black Death of 1348. London lost roughly 15% of its population. 

Other parts of the country also suffered. The earliest cases of 

disease occurred in the spring of 1665. The death rate then began 

to rise during the hot summer months and peaked in September 

1665, when 7,165 Londoners died in one week. 

Rats carried the fleas that caused the plague. They were attracted 

by city streets filled with rubbish and waste, especially in the 

poorest areas. Those who could, including most doctors, lawyers and merchants, fled the 

city. Charles II and his courtiers left in July for Hampton Court and then Oxford. Parliament 

was postponed.  

The Lord Mayor and aldermen (town councillors) remained to enforce the King's orders to 

try and stop the spread of the disease. The poorest people remained in London with the 

rats and those people who had got the plague. Watchmen locked and kept guard over 

infected houses. Parish officials provided food. Searchers looked for dead bodies and took 

them at night to plague pits for burial. 

All trade with London and other plague towns was stopped. The Council of Scotland 

declared that the border with England would be closed. There were to be no fairs or trade 

with other countries. This meant many people lost their jobs - from servants to shoemakers 

to those who worked on the River Thames.  

 

There are three types of plague. Most of the sick people in 1665-6 had 

bubonic plague. This created swellings (buboes) in the lymph nodes 

found in the armpits, groin and neck. Plague sufferers experienced 

headaches, vomiting and fever. They had a 30% chance of dying within 

two weeks. This type of plague spread from a bite caused by a black rat 

flea that carried the Yersinia pestis bacteria. 

Worse still was pneumonic plague, which attacked the lungs and 

spread to other people through coughing and sneezing. In this case, there was little hope of 

survival. Treatments and prevention at the time did not help. Sometimes, patients were 

bled with leeches. People thought impure air caused the disease and could be cleansed by 

smoke and heat. Children were encouraged to smoke to ward off bad air. Sniffing a sponge 

soaked in vinegar was also an option. None of these measures worked, because people 

didn’t know enough about biology. 



As the colder weather set in, the number of plague victims started to fall. This was not due 

to any remedies used. Nor was it due to the fire of London that had destroyed many of the 

houses within the walls of the city and by the River Thames. (Many plague deaths had 

occurred in the poorest parishes outside the city walls.) The colder weather, however, may 

have helped because bacteria likes warm places in order to survive.  

Some scientists suggest that the black rat had started to develop a greater resistance to the 

disease. If the rats did not die, their fleas would not need to find a human host and fewer 

people would be infected. Probably, people started to develop a stronger immunity to the 

disease. Also, after 1666, more effective quarantine methods were used for ships coming 

into the country. There was never an outbreak of plague in Britain on this scale again. 

 

The Plague outside of London: the case of Eyam 
On 1 November 1666, farm worker Abraham Morten gasped his final breath - the last of 

260 people to die from bubonic plague in the Derbyshire village of Eyam.  Abraham was one 

of 18 people with the surname ‘Morten’ listed as plague victims on the parish register. But 

the story of the plague in Eyam had begun 14 months earlier, with the arrival of a bale of 

cloth sent from London. 

Contained in the damp cloth were fleas carrying the plague. A 

tailor's assistant called George Viccars (right)  opened the bale 

and became the first of the plague's victims in the village. 

Between September and December 1665, 42 villagers died. It was 

at this point that the priest, William Mompesson, intervened. 

Believing it to be his duty to prevent the plague spreading to the 

nearby town of Sheffield, he decided the village should be quarantined. 

This meant that human contact with those outside of the village was stopped. This 

significantly reduced the spread of the disease to other villages. August 1666 saw the 

highest number of victims: it was very hot so the fleas were more active. Despite this, 

hardly anyone broke the quarantine. Even though Elizabeth Hancock (left) buried six of her 

children and her husband during the hot summer of 1666, she 

didn’t leave the village.  

In his letters, the priest Mompesson described the smell of "sadness 

and death" in the air. He also wrote about his wife, who had tended 

to so many of the dying. She caught the plague while helping 

others. She died at the age of 27. During the outbreak, Eyam's 

mortality rate (death rate) was higher than London’s. 


