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Children love all things gruesome. So why avoid the Plague when

studying the Great Fire of London? The grisly events of 1665 are just

what the doctor ordered, argues David Tomlinson

History of the plague

The Great Plague of London was a
horrific time in history. Although bubonic
plague raged across Europe in the 14th
century (receiving the chilling nickname
‘The Black Death’), the 1665-1666
epidemic is remembered as the ‘Great
Plague’ because it was one of the last
widespread outbreaks in Europe.

The disease spread quickly — and
London was the perfect breeding
ground. The city was filthy, with open
sewers and overcrowding. And the hot
summer of 1665 made matters much
worse. The Mayor of London gave strict
instructions that anyone exhibiting
symptoms of the plague was to stay in
their home. Front doors were nailed
shut and crosses were painted on them,
with the words ‘Lord Have Mercy On
Us’ added in desperate prayer. Doctors
covered up in grotesque beak-like masks
stuffed with herbs, as they believed
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infection was airborne. The rich fled for
the relative safety of the countryside.

The plague is estimated to have killed
almost 100,000 Londoners at this time;
at its peak in September 1665, nearly
8,000 died in a single week. They were
buried in mass graves with lime added to
stop the spread of infection. Blackheath,
in south London, is one of the most
famous mass burial grounds, and
archaeologists believe there may be as
many as 9,000 corpses buried there.

It was only the harsh winter of
1665-1666 and the Great Fire of
London in September 1666, that
stopped any further outbreak. The latter
event contributed to the destruction of
London rats and their plague-carrying
fleas, which had been at home in the
unsanitary conditions of the capital.
Following the Great Fire, London was
rebuilt with wider streets, reduced
congestion and sewage systems.

Teaching the topic

The project has been divided into three
parts: Setting the scene, The Great
Plague, and The heroes of Eyam. The
parts can be taught as either one large
topic, or divided into three sections to
form an ongoing project spread over a
half term.

‘Setting the scene’ shows children how
unsanitary life was like in London in 1665
and how easily disease could spread.
‘The Great Plague’ focuses on the impact
the plague had on London life and how
people reacted to the news. ‘The heroes
of Eyam’ recalls the true events of one
village that isolated themselves to stop
the plague from spreading.

Within each section, there are lots of
small activities; the majority of these can
be adapted to suit the children’s abilities.
While history is the main subject, there
are also cross-curricular links to drama,

D&T, citizenship and literacy. >
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The big decision

Explain to the children that some people blamed cats and dogs for the plague — and paid to
have them killed! Others blamed the air or rats, which was closer to the truth. The plague was
actually carried by fleas living on rats. These fleas lived on blood and, when they bit people, they
passed on the plague. At the time, no one knew this. The big fear was that the disease would
spread from London to the whole country. Read the children the following true story:

Eyam is a sleepy little village in Derbyshire, surrounded by farms and hills. One day the village
tailor ordered some cloth. It came from London on a carriage, but it also contained a nasty
surprise — fleas! The tailor saw the cloth was damp, and dried it in front of his fire. He was bitten
and died a few days later. Other people in the village started dying too. The Great Plague had
arrived...

Eventually the vicar, William Mompesson, had an idea. They had to stop the disease spreading
further afield. So William said that no one should be allowed to go in or out of the village. It was
a difficult choice because everyone knew that the plague was deadly. However, William and his
wife, Catherine, persuaded the village.

The plague took a strong grip in Eyam. Whole families were wiped out
within days of one person in the house getting sick. In just 14 months, 260
out of the 350 Eyam residents died. William held church services outdoors
to stop the spread of germs and Catherine nursed some of the sick, putting
herself at risk. Their plan succeeded; the plague stopped at Eyam and did not
go any further. William survived to tell the story but, tragically, Catherine
™ died after catching the plague from one of her patients. To this day, the
village still holds an annual remembrance on ‘Plague Sunday’ — outdoors!
Discuss the story, going over the main points, before dividing your class
H ' into groups. Use Photocopiable 4 to support role play and debate about
| whether the people of Eyam were right to stay. Take a vote at the end.
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Freddy flea and
the tailor of doom

Role play the events in ‘The
big decision’ from a flea'’s
point of view. Use this for
an illustrated class comic-
strip display.

e

Flea tag!

Get the children to draw fleas
on sticky notes. Collect up all
the notes and give them to
three children who will act as
the ‘rats’. Their aim is to go
around and put notes onto
other class members. Each
person who gets ‘tagged’
joins the rats’ team. H

David Tomlinson
Primary teacher and author
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