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A HISTORY OF PLAGUE IN LANCASHIRE.
By R. Sharpe France.

Read 1o February and 1o March, 1938.
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1. NEGOTIUM PERAMBULANS.

““ Thou shalt not be afraid for the pestilence that walketh in
darkness : nor for the sickness that destroyeth in the noon-day."”

HE word plague, tout court, as applied to a specific
disease, is of comparatively modern usage. Its
original meaning was scourge, calamity, or affliction ; and
it is with this sense that it is used in the Old Testament
in connection with God’s visitations on the Egyptians.
The disease which we now call plague was usually called
pestilence in mediaeval times. Later it became known as
the plague of pestilence, meaning, of course, the affliction
of pestilence ; and later still plague alone was used. The
change took place slowly and the stages overlapped
considerably—as late as 1645 the word pestilence was
used in the Didsbury parish register. Other names given
to the disease at various periods were ‘‘ the sickness,”
“ the great mortality,” and *“ the foreign death.”

Few people realize how great has been the effect of the
continual outbreaks of plague over a period of many
hundreds of years. The visitation in the fourteenth
century, subsequently known as the Black Death, in
particular, struck at the very roots of social existence.
It would be no exaggeration to state that the very hedges
of our fields are memorials of it, for the enormous death
roll produced that scarcity of labour which was the most
important factor in the failure of the feudal system—
common cultivation entered into the first stage of obso-
lescence, gradually being replaced by the system of
enclosures.

There are two main types of plague—the bubonic and

the pneumonic. The former is the more common and
the less severe, although case mortality may reach over
60 per cent. The pneumonic type is rarer, with a case
mortality approaching 100 per cent.

It is a somewhat startling commentary on the rapid
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growth of medicine in modern times that an authority
such as Dr. Charles Creighton could, in his monumental
work on epidemics published in 1891, consider plague to
be “a soil poison generated out of the products of
cadaveric decay.” It was not until 1894 that a Japanese
scientist, Kitasato, discovered that the true cause of
plague is a germ or bacillus called Pasteurella pestis. The
way in which this germ infects human beings is most
interesting.

Basically, plague is a disease of rodents, rats in par-
ticular being infected with it. It is passed from animal
to animal, not by direct contact, but by the agency of
fleas. The bacillus inhabits the blood-stream of the rat
and as the rat-fleas feed they suck up bacilli along with the
blood. When an epidemic of plague breaks out among
rats and many die, the fleas naturally desert and seek for
new hosts, which may be human beings. But the next
step in the spreading of the disease to man is not the
obvious one of the fleas injecting the bacilli into the next
human bitten. Actually the flea is not the immediate
cause of the infection.

Fleas are extremely greedy feeders and can be compared
with the diners at a Roman banquet who, having filled
themselves, took an emetic so that they could continue to
enjoy the multitude of savoury dishes. The flea, however,
does not take an emetic, but simply ejects blood from
one end as it sucks it up at the other. If the flea is
infected with plague bacilli these are ejected with the
blood on to the skin of the host. Naturally the flea-
bitten human scratches himself, and in so doing some of
the bacillus-laden ejected blood from the flea is pressed
into the puncture. A case of plague results.

There are two kinds of rat—the Black Rat, which lives
in close domestic contact with man and is nowrare; and
the Brown Rat, now exceedingly common but not living
in such close contact with man. The Black Rat is the
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one which is the more frequently plague-ridden, and being
very common in this country until the end of the seven-
teenth century it was responsible for frequent outbreaks
of plague.

The disease still breaks out occasionally in Europe, but
in the East there are terrible epidemics.

After infection plague usually takes about six days to
manifest itself. Its appearance is very sudden, with
fever, headache and prostration; the face becomes
haggard and the eyes sunken and bloodshot. A great
thirst develops, and the tongue is cracked and swollen.
The weakness advances so far that sometimes the voice
cannot be heard. By the second or third day swellings
called buboes appear. It is these which give the bubonic
type of plague its name. They develop close to where
the original infection was absorbed, and may be in the
armpit, groin, neck, or elsewhere. Most often they are
on the groin, as the upper part of the leg is a usual place
to be flea-bitten. The swellings increase and, unless they
are lanced, burst of their own accord, discharging an
evil-smelling mass of pus and dead tissue.

In the minority of cases a profuse perspiration leads
to a gradual improvement, but otherwise the severe
symptoms continue, and delirium or coma leads to death
between the third and sixth day from the onset of the
disease.

The extremely fatal pneumonic type of plague com-
mences with sickness and shivering, followed by cough
and breathlessness. A watery and blood-stained sputum
is emitted from the lungs—this is teeming with plague
bacilli and is highly infectious. Signs of a general poison-
ing of the body are soon in evidence and the patient dies.
An important feature of pneumonic plague is the fact
that it is highly contagious and can be passed from one
human being to another without the agency of the flea.

Unfortunately no specific cure for plague has yet been

!
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found. A serum has been tried, but not with very good
results. The only thing that can be done is to conserve
the patients’ strength in the hope that they will recover.
There has, however, been discovered a plague-vaccine by
which people in plague-ridden localities can be inoculated,
with a favourable chance of their becoming immune.

It should, perhaps, be remarked that certain schools
of thought do not recognize a specific disease to which
the name * plague "’ may be given. Others, the majority,
are of the contrary opinion, some accepting the theory of
one disease with several forms—bubonic plague, pneu-
monic plague, etc.—and some considering these forms as
in themselves specific diseases. The writer has adopted
the viewpoint found in most text-books of infectious
diseases.

So far as the epidemics of early times are concerned, it
is freely admitted that some of them may not have been
plague gua plague. Some may have been typhus, typhoid,
or some other infectious fever. But that there were
epidemics of true plague cannot well be doubted. When
we come to the seventeenth century we are on surer
ground, for with the development of medical knowledge
following the Renaissance, diagnosis became much more
a matter of certainty. The medical men of that period
emphatically did not compare in efficiency with those of
to-day, but they were learning to distinguish one disease
from another with some degree of success, and as plague
was almost ubiquitous, we may be reasonably certain that
what they called ** plague ” was in fact such, and not
some other infectious fever.

Nevertheless, the ideas of the seventeenth century as
to the causes of plague, and the methods of dealing with
it, were commonly far from sound, as the following
observations will show.

The causes were grouped under two main heads—the
external and the internal. The chief of the external
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causes was considered to be the impure air. The impurity
could arise either from its becoming ‘‘ vitiated or con-
tagious for want of being purified with wholesome winds "’
or from ‘‘ the infection of putrid, stinking, and noisome
Exhalations, arising from Cadaverous or dead Carcases,
slain in Battel and left unburied ; stinking Lakes, Pools,
Fish-ponds, standing Waters, Jakes, Privies, Dung-hills,
Earthquakes out of which oftentimes a contagious Air
arises.” The weather also was blamed—when it was
too hot or too cold, too wet or too dry, or unseasonable.
And lastly, but by no means least, * from the Influences
of Heaven, as the appearance of Comets or Eclipses.”

The internal causes were considered to be gluttony,
drunkenness, ‘‘ a repletion of evil Juices thro’ a bad diet,”
‘“ passions of the mind” because they *‘distract and
draw away the Spirits from their proper Operations ™
and ‘‘ too immoderate Coition " because it ‘“ weakens all
the Powers of the Body, and dissipates the Spirits.”

The above were the considered opinions of the medicos
of the period. Laymen were not so sure—they were
content to blame the Deity, as in the register of Whitting-
ton—* It pleased God to visit this parish of Whittington
with a dangerous disease or contagious sicknes "—and
Preston—‘ heare begineth the Visitation of Allmighty
God, the plague.” Even some members of the medical
profession admitted that God was directly concerned in
the epidemics, and suggested that people should turn
from their evil ways ‘‘ by which God is provoked to
wrath 7 ; for no use of precautionary measures could be
of avail unless by God’s blessing, *“ for the Pestilence is
the rod of God, and Man cannot fly from the presence of
the Almighty or beyond the reach of his Power.”

The remarks of Doctor Thomas Cogan, High-master of
Manchester Grammar School from 1574 to 1601, and a
physician, are worth quoting in this connection. He
writes :
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‘“ There are specially four causes of the pestilence : the influence
of sundry starres, great standing waters never refreshed, carraine
lying long above ground, much people in small room, living
uncleanly and sluttishly. But leaving those particular causes
to such as write of this matter at large, I make one principall
cause, that is the wrath of God for sinne, for so God threatneth,
that he will send sicknesse and diseases to those that will not
heare his word, and disobey his commandments.”

The reader will remember that the most important
modern method of curing plague is the conservation of the
patients’ strength, thus giving the body help in its battle
with the plague-germs. This being so, there can be no
doubt that some of the old methods were more harmful
than helpful.

A favourite medicine consisted of filed horsehoof,
6 grains ; Crocus Jovis (an amalgam of mercury and tin),
8 grains ; and conserve of peony flowers, a quarter of an
ounce. A soft pill, which must have been particularly
horrible, was also used. This was composed of a quarter
of an ounce each of hartshorn, white coral, red coral and
crab’s eyes; half an ounce of contrayerva root, and two
ounces of the black points of crab’s claws. These were
all powdered and mixed into a paste with jelly of vipers,
then divided out into pills, each of which was covered
with leaf-gold.

For the violent headaches a poultice was made of rue,
flour, salt, pigeon’s dung and vinegar, and applied to the
palms of the hands and the soles of the feet. If the patient
became delirious it was recommended that the whole of
his head be enveloped in the lungs of a sheep. For the
buboes an ointment was prepared of honey, duck-grease,
turpentine, soot, treacle, egg-yolk and oil of scorpions.
We may be sure that often the treatment was fatal to
many who would to-day, with careful nursing, have
recovered.

As early as 1371 governmental thought was turned to
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the possibilities of concerted action against the pestilence.
It was reasoned that the disease was caused by corrupt
air, one of the chief sources of which was the blood and
offal of the shambles. A law—which might almost be
called the first Sanitary Act—was made in 1388 to deal
with the problem. It stated that ““so much Dung and
Filth of the Garbage and Intrails as well of Beasts killed
as of other Corruptions, be cast and put in Ditches, Rivers,
and other Waters, and also within many other Places
within and nigh unto divers Cities, Boroughs and Towns
of the Realm and the Suburbs of them, that the air there
is greatly Corrupt and Infect, and many Maladies and
other intolerable Diseases do daily happen.” Therefore
it was provided that * all they which do cast and lay all
such Annoyances, Dung, Garbages, Intrails, and other
Ordure " must remove them under a penalty of £20. As
were so many mediaeval laws, this was a dead letter
almost as soon as it was made, and remained so for a long
time. In 1518 we hear of attempts at the isolation of
infected persons ; but this policy, which had such possi-
bilities as far as pneumonic plague was concerned, was
incompletely effected until much later.

Henry VIII and Wolsey made splendid offers to
Erasmus in an effort to induce him to reside in England,
but no offer that could be made would tempt him to live
in a country so filthy, both in the streets and the houses.
Writing of the latter he states that ‘‘ the floors are
commonly of clay, strewed with rushes under which lie
unmolested an ancient collection of lees, grease, frag-
ments, bones, spittle, excrements of dogs and cats, and
everything that is nasty.” Such foul conditions would
not be conducive to ordinary good health, quite apart
from plague.

The people themselves, throughout the plague-bedewed
centuries, considered that one remedy was pre-eminent.
This remedy, flight from the stricken area, was of course
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based on their erroneous idea that plague was caused by
corrupt air. Alexander Rigby, the Parliamentarian, of
Middleton Hall, Goosnargh, wrote during the 1631
epidemic that “ the sicknes in these partes increaseth
much, and disperseth . . . so that the inhabitants . . .
leave their howses and seeke and resort to forrin places.”
This does not, of course, mean that they left England, but
simply that they went to some other district. Rigby
continued that if the disease did not abate he intended to
send his children into Cheshire. There can be no doubt
that this habit of removing was often responsible for the
spreading of the disease, either by the carrying of plague-
infected fleas among the household goods, or by the direct i
contact of people with the contagious pneumonic type of
the disease. In towns it was possible to have some sort
of isolation, as will be shown later, but in country districts
this was impracticable.

It is difficult to realize the plight of the ubiquitous poor
during an epidemic of plague. They must have been in
a parlous state, for in those days poor relief was the direct
responsibility of each individual parish.

That Parliament was aware of the fact that each locality
was unable to meet the tremendous call on its resources ‘
during an outbreak of plague is shown by an Act passed
in the first year of the reign of James I. This Act, which
was invoked so often during the seventeenth century,
provided that

‘“ as the inhabitants of divers cities, boroughs, towns corporate,
and other parishes and places being visited with the plague, are
found to be unable to relieve the poorer sort of such people so
infected who of necessity must be by some charitable course
provided for, lest they should wander abroad and thereby infect
others: and forasmuch as divers persons infected with that
disease, and others inhabiting in houses and places infected, as
well poor people and unable to relieve themselves, that are care-
fully provided for, as others which of themselves are of ability,
being commanded by the magistrates or officers within the place ‘
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where the infection shall be, to keep [to] their houses, or otherwise
to separate themselves from company for the avoiding of further
infection, and, notwithstanding, very dangerously and disorderly
misdemean themselves,”

it was necessary to bring in certain regulations.

Provision was made for town officials and justices of
the peace to levy a special tax for the relief of the infected
people. Those who refused to pay could be committed
to gaol until the tax, with any arrears, had been paid.
If any locality satisfied the justices that it was unable to
raise sufficient money, the tax could be extended to cover
the countryside within five miles of the stricken place.
While the infected people were thus more or less ade-
quately provided for, they were subject to very stringent
regulations. They were exhorted to remain in their own
houses in order to prevent contact with the uninfected,
but if they disobeyed they could be kept in forcefully.
If they persisted, and should * wilfully and contemptu-
ously go abroad, and converse in company, having any
infectious sore upon them uncured, that then such person
and persons shall be taken, deemed and adjudged as a
felon, and suffer pains of death as in case of felony.”
Power was given to each locality to appoint searchers,
watchmen, examiners, keepers, and buriers.

If the outbreak became very severe, the levying of the
tax could be extended beyond the five-mile radius. In
1605, for example, there was an epidemic of plague in
Manchester and Salford. At the Quarter Sessions held
at Manchester in the July of that year the taxation was
extended to cover the whole of the hundred of Salford ;
while at the Preston Sessions in the October the tax
was ordered to be levied throughout the hundreds of
Amounderness and Blackburn. A week later the whole
county was called upon to contribute.

From the Quarter Sessions records one can see that this

tax was not always paid with good grace, a number of
C
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people being charged with failing to pay and even with
assaulting the constable who was collecting it. One often
fails to realize, when called upon for help, that there may
come a day when one needs help oneself ; and it is difficult
to understand how, in those days when plague was liable
to break out anywhere at any time, people could refuse to
pay such taxes as those for the assistance of plague
sufferers, even though such calls became very frequent.

We moderns become very upset and somewhat queru-
lous if an epidemic of influenza comes along, and the
mortality figures rise only slightly above the average ;
or if, more rarely, an epidemic of typhoid fever causes
many cases and a few deaths. We fail to realize that we
are infinitely better off than were our ancestors. The
mental strain of enduring an outbreak of plague must
have been wellnigh unbearable. Whole families—and
families were large in those days—were wiped out; or
perhaps one member might be left. Many are the refer-
ences in parish registers to several members of a family
being buried on one day. And these were not times when
a few hundred people died out of a population of tens or
hundreds of thousands. In the 1631 outbreak, when the
population of the parish of Preston was about three
thousand, one thousand and sixty-nine died—one person
in three who were alive at the beginning of the year was
dead when it closed.

In earlier pestilences, such as that of 1349, although
we have no parish registers from which to obtain figures,
the proportion of deaths was often more than one in three.
The business of living then, when the expectation of life
was about twenty years, must have been very trying.
Large families were an absolute necessity if the nation
were to continue, for the infantile mortality was very
great. From May to December, 1647, out of 198 deaths
registered in Rochdale parish, 146 were entered as being
children. The industrial revolution is frequently blamed
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i for the large increase of population in the nineteenth

; century. It certainly was a factor, but equally important
were the diminishing death-rate among children and the

continuance of the habit of having large families.

The majority of outbreaks of disease in the period
under review were of plague proper. Until the latter
end of the seventeenth century it was endemic, that is,
the county was rarely without odd cases. From time to
time, however, it would break out and slay more people
than usual. Often this would happen in some isolated
locality, and there is little record, beyond the extraor-
dinary number of deaths registered. But on occasion it
would spread like wildfire over larger areas, and we find
more references in various contemporaneous records.

There were other diseases which occasionally reached
epidemic severity, such as typhus, typhoid fever, sweating
sickness, and smallpox. This latter disease did not appear
until quite late—in the seventeenth century.

In the sixteenth century the whole country was swept
by the “ sweating sickness.” From contemporaneous
descriptions of the symptoms it would appear that this
was an extremely fatal form of the disease which we now
call influenza. It was a fever, accompanied by headache,
restlessness, fainting and a perpetual sweating. Before
the fever started there was great languor, defection of the
mind, bodily weakness and palpitation of the heart. The
sickness usually ran its course in about twenty-four hours
and the mortality was very high—about 8o per cent of
those stricken.

The disease is first recorded in 1485, when it raged so
formidably that the coronation of Henry VII was post-
poned until it had subsided ; there were subsequent visits
in 1506, 1517 and 1528, and it made its last appearance
in 1551. There are no specific records of the first four of
these visitations in Lancashire. An isolated Chester
record for 1507 tells that in the summer of that year

A History of Plague in Lancashire. 15
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91 people died of the sweating sickness in three days;
while another Chester record for 1517 tells us that there
was an outbreak probably more serious than that of 1507,
that many died and others fled, and that * the grass grew
a foot high at the Cross.” We can presume that Lanca-
shire was also affected at these times. The last outbreak,

that of 1551, will be considered Iater.
Records at the best are but bare things, but behind
them all is a human story. Men, women and children
h are concerned, whose sufferings meant as much to them as
‘ do the sufferings of the people of to-day—and they had
not the chances which we have. The following pages are
an attempt, in one sphere alone, to show that the much
vaunted good old times were in reality very bad old times,
and that the Lancastrian of yesterday had to endure
things of which the Lancastrian of to-day knows nothing.

e

2. FROM EARLY TIMES TO THE END OF THE
THIRTEENTH CENTURY.

1 Prior to its inclusion in the kingdom of Northumbria,
l the area which we know as Lancashire was part of the
territory of the Strathclyde Britons. After the break up

' of Northumbria and the Norman conquest we find that
! still there was no Lancashire—that section of it north of
! the Ribble was considered to be part of Yorkshire, and
the land between Ribble and Mersey part of Cheshire.
Only at the end of the twelfth century did the County of
Lancaster come into being. Thus any account of happen-
ings in Lancashire prior to that date must largely be a
matter of presumption from the accounts of contem-
poraneous authorities dealing with northern affairs;
unless, of course, some recognizable locality is mentioned.
It is with this necessary presumption that we can say
that the first outbreak of plague in Lancashire was in the
year A.D. 664. Just over a hundred years earlier, in 543,
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the disease had spread from its home in the far east and,
by way of Constantinople, had ravaged the whole of
continental Europe. For many years it ranged far and
wide until, in 664, it reached England. After causing
great mortality in the south it spread northwards and
attacked Northumbria, where it raged for perhaps as long
as twenty years and destroyed a large proportion of the
inhabitants.

From this time, for a period of over six hundred years,
there was a series of famines of such magnitude that the
hunger of England became a byword among nations. As
a result of the weakening of the resistance of the people,
pestilence stalked in the train of each famine and there
was great mortality. Lancashire was as unfortunate as
the rest of the country, and in these famine years was
heavily stricken.

So far as most of these years of want and plague are
concerned it is possible to do no more than record the
dates. The chroniclers themselves often were as brief ;
all we can do is to bring to mind the terror and despair
which would steal through the whole country, and to
realize that Lancashire would have its share of the distress.
The first recorded famine pestilence was in 793, then over
a hundred years elapsed before the next in 8g7. This was
followed by another comparatively long period of plenty
until g62. After that they came more frequently—q84
to 987, 1046, and 1048 to 1049.

In 1069 a pestilence came which was confined to the
north. It was the result of William the Conqueror’s
ravaging of the countryside in the last stage of the con-
quest. The ruthless horrors of that autumn are described
by the contemporaneous Simeon of Durham. He states
that the scarcity of food was so great that men ate horses,
dogs, cats and even their own kind. Others sold them-
selves into slavery that they might procure an existence.
He goes on to describe the horrible sights which were to
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be seen in houses and by the wayside—the corpses dis-
solving into corruption and crawling with worms. There
was no one left to bury them, for all had fled or had died
by the sword or pestilence. This state of affairs lasted
for nine years, and Simeon says that no one dwelt between
York and Durham, and that travellers went in fear of
wild beasts.

In North Lancashire it was more than nine years before
conditions improved, for Domesday Book, compiled in
1086, dismisses that part of the county very briefly,
simply giving a long list of the vills and their areas, and
finishing with the laconic statement that ‘“ of these [62]
vills sixteen have but few inhabitants, the rest are waste.”

More famines and pestilences occurred in the years
1093 to 1097, 1103 to 1105, 1112, 1125 and II130. An
account by a contemporaneous author tells how in the
year 1143 all England was affected by a dire famine.
The people were reduced to eating the flesh of dogs and
horses, and roots and herbs. When the autumn came
and the crops ripened there were few to reap them, for
pestilence had intervened and most of the people had
succumbed.

William of Newburgh, a north Yorkshireman, who
might be expected to know the state of affairs throughout
the northern counties, writes of the year 1175 in the
following terms :

““ After the crowds of poor had been dying on all sides of want,
a most savage plague ensued, as if from air corrupted by the
dead bodies of the poor. This pestilence showed but little
respect even for those who had an abundance of food ; and as
to those who were in want, it put an end to their long agony
of hunger. The disease crept about everywhere, always of one
type, namely that of an acute fever. Day after day it seized so
many, and finished so many more, so that there was scarcely to
be found any to give heed to the sick or to bury the dead. The
usual rites of burial were omitted, except in the case of some
nobler or richer person ; at whatever hour anyone died the body
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