
The Great Plague
I have just come back from a holiday in Matlock, Derbyshire, four 
days, spent with five school friends. We may be a little slower now 
and more careful than carefree but in essence we are the same as we 
were when we were teenagers. One of places we visited was Eyam, 
pronounced ‘eem', also known as the ‘Plague Village’. This is a 
fascinating place, well within a day’s drive of Worfield, being just 
less than two hours drive away. 

In 1665, five years after Charles II was restored to the throne, 
London was struck first by plague and then by fire. Bubonic plague 
is a disease carried by rats or more correctly by the rats’ fleas. When 
a person is bitten by an infected flea the disease strikes the lymph 
nodes, often in the groin area, and buboes, or lumps, develop on the 
nodes. The first symptoms, however, may simply be a feeling of 
general malaise, giddiness or vomiting. The onset of the illness is 
sudden which is one of the reasons why it spread so rapidly. One 
minute someone might be going about their everyday business, the 
next they might be totally incapacitated, as we will see in a moment. 
Death could occur within days and, while a few of those affected 
survived, a large number did not.  

Plagues were endemic and some outbreaks would flare up with great 
loss of life. In the seventeenth century, before the Great Plague of 
1665 there had been outbreaks in 1603 with 30,000 deaths, in 1625, 
35,000, and 1636, 10,000. The 1665 epidemic was far worse than any 
of these. It was estimated that in London alone, between 70,000 and 
100,000 people died. Not since the Black Death in 1384, in which it 
is estimated that a third of the population of the country had died had 
there been such loss of life. However while the Black Death affected 
the whole country, the Great Plague was mainly confined to London. 

It is thought that the plague came to England from the Netherlands. 
Pepys recorded the events in his diary and on April 30 1665 he noted, 
Great fears of the sickness here in the City, it being said that two or 
three houses are already shut up. 

Sadly these fears were realised and on 10th June Pepys wrote 
In the evening home to supper and there , to my great trouble, hear 
that the plague is come into the City (though it had been these three 
to four weeks since its beginning wholly outside the City); where 
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should it begin but in my good friend and neighbour’s Dr Burnett in 
Fenchurch Street.  
11th I saw poor Dr Burnett’s door shut; but he hath, I hear gained 
great good-will among his neighbours; for he discovered it himself 
first, and caused himself to be shut up of his own accord. 

With no cure  the only method of dealing with the plague was to 
contain it within houses and towns and to avoid contact with those 
affected. For the healthy members of a family this confinement 
meant that they would almost contract the disease and probably die. 
One of the difficulties was in knowing who had the disease and who 
didn’t. Unwittingly the disease was spread by those who were 
unaware they had it. Pepys described how he was driven in a coach 
by a coachman was fit at the start of the journey and terribly ill by 
the middle. 
17th …going with a hackney coach from Lord Treasurer’s down 
Holborne, the coachman I found to drive easily …, at last stood still, 
and come down hardly able to stand, and told me that he was 
suddenly struck very sick, and almost blind, he could not see; so I 
alight and went into another coach with a sad heart for the poor man 
and for myself also, lest he should have been struck with the plague. 

Houses were shut up around the City as the plague spread. Those 
infected had a red cross painted on the door. The dead were brought 
out at night and a bell rung for 45 minutes while a body was being 
buried. With so many to be buried it was a problem where to put the 
bodies and to find people prepared to dig the graves. Pepys wrote: 
18th July I was much troubled this day to hear at Westminster how 
officers do bury the dead in the open Tuttle fields, pretending want of 
room elsewhere: whereas the new chapel churchyard was walled in 
at the public charge the last plague time, merely for want of room 
and now none, but such as are able to pay dear for it, can be buried 
there. 

By September over 8,000 had died and the plague was the only topic 
of conversation. Movement restrictions were placed on Londoners, 
healthy people being allowed out in the day and the sick at night. 
There were restrictions also on travel from London to other parts of 
the country although they were not always adhered to. In 1825, when 
the plague was raging in London five diseased people were allowed 
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to travel through Worfield, having a pass to travel from London to 
Cardington (Constables Accounts). As far as we know, the plague of 
1665 did not affect Worfield but perhaps more by luck than anything 
else. 

Eyam was not so fortunate. In September 1665, a journeyman tailor 
in this little village in Derbyshire had ordered a box of cloth from 
London. The cloth was duly delivered but was damp on arrival so the 
tailor, George Viccars, who was lodging with a widow and her two 
sons, put the cloth to dry before the fire. A few days after the receipt 
of the cloth, George Viccars died from the plague and the disease 
spread, first to others in the household, and then to close neighbours. 
Cold weather is known to inhibit the disease and by May it was 
hoped that the epidemic was at an end. All too soon it was evident 
that this was not the case but the start of a highly virulent phase. The 
question was how to contain the disease and prevent its spread both 
within and outside the village.  

George Mompesson, Vicar of Eyam and George Stanley, Eyam’s 
former Puritan Vicar, put it to the parishioners, that they should place 
themselves in isolation with no traffic in or out of the village. The 
Church should be shut up until the epidemic was over and church 
services held in the open air and burials should take place in fields 
and gardens rather than in the churchyard. The villagers agreed 
although in reality most had little choice but to remain. 

Provisions were brought to the village and left at various known 
points for later collection. The Earl of Devonshire of Chatsworth 
House, gave food and medical supplies, the neighbouring village of 
Bubnell provided bread and other local villages would have supplied 
other provisions. Money left for payment was thought to be safe if it 
was left in running water but two of the locations had no water so 
holes were drilled into stone and filled with vinegar into which the 
coins were placed. 

The villagers of Eyam, through their act of self sacrifice did indeed 
prevent the spread of the plague but at enormous cost. November 
1666 was the last case of the disease recorded, fourteen months of 
hell. Whole families had been wiped out and the population 
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decimated. George Mompesson survived but one cannot imagine the 
psychological effect on the survivors of this terrible tragedy. 


