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A JOURNAL OF THE PLAGUE YEAR

DANIEL DEFOE was a Londoner, born in 1660 at St Giles, Cripplegate, the son of James Foe, a tallow chandler. He changed his name to Defoe from c. 1695. He was educated for the Presbyterian Ministry at Morton’s Academy for Dissenters at Newington Green, but in 1681 he abandoned this plan and by 1683 had become a hosiery merchant in Cornhill. After serving briefly as a soldier in the Duke of Monmouth’s rebellion, he became well established as a merchant and travelled widely in England, as well as on the Continent. Between 1697 and 1701 he served as a secret agent for William III in England and Scotland, and between 1703 and 1714 for Harley and other ministers. During the latter period he also, single-handedly, produced the Review, a pro-government newspaper. A prolific and versatile writer, he produced some 500 books on a wide variety of topics, including politics, geography, crime, religion, economics, marriage, psychology and superstition. He delighted in role-playing and disguise, a skill he used to great effect as a secret agent, and in his writing he often adopted a pseudonym or another personality for rhetorical impact. His first extant political tract (against James II) was published in 1688, and his bestselling satirical poem, The True-Born Englishman, appeared in 1701. Two years later he was arrested for The Shortest Way with the Dissenters, an ironical satire on High Church extremism, committed to Newgate and pilloried. He turned to fiction relatively late in life and in 1719 published his great imaginative work Robinson Crusoe. This was followed in 1722 by Moll Flanders and A Journal of the Plague Year, and in 1724 by his last novel, Roxana. His other works include A Tour thro’ the Whole Island of Great Britain, a guide-book in three volumes (1724–6; abridged Penguin edition, 1965), The Complete English Tradesman (1725), Augusta Triumphans (1728), A Plan of the English Commerce (1728) and The Compleat English Gentleman (not published until 1890). He died on 24 April 1731. Defoe had a great influence on the development of the English novel and many consider him to be the first true novelist. All of these novels are published in Penguin.
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A Contextual Chronology of Daniel Defoe



	Year

	Historical Context

	Life of Defoe




	1660

	Restoration of monarchy; Charles II (1630–85) returns to England from France (with his Court and new francophone ways).

	Daniel Foe born to James and Alice Foe. James Foe was a tallow chandler in London, of Flemish ancestry.




	1662

	Act of Uniformity: clergy who would not subscribe to the 39 Articles of the Anglican Church (‘nonconformists’ or ‘dissenters’) ejected from their churches.

	Samuel Annesley, the Foes’ minister, chooses to join the Dissenters and leaves the church of St Giles, Cripplegate; the Foes follow him.




	1664

	The Second Dutch War (1664–7), based on trade rivalries; the first occupied 1652–4, the third erupted in 1672.

	



	1665

	The Great Plague of London; over 97,000 people die.

	Daniel probably evacuated from London.




	1666

	War between England and France; the Great Fire of London destroys four-fifths of the old City in September.

	



	c. 1671–3

	
	Defoe attends the Revd James Fisher’s school at Dorking.




	1672

	Charles II authorizes the Act of Indulgence permitting Dissenters to assemble in their meeting houses. The Third Dutch War breaks out.

	Samuel Annesley establishes a meeting house in Little St Helen’s.




	1674–9

	
	Attends the Revd Charles Morton’s Newington Green Academy, a school for Nonconformists that taught such newfangled modern subjects as astronomy and geography. Plans to become a Presbyterian minister.




	1678

	The Popish Plot, an alleged scheme to assassinate Charles II and re-establish Roman Catholicism in England, stokes anti- Catholic measures and precipitates the Papists’ Disabling Act. John Dryden (1631–1700), MacFlecknoe. John Bunyan (1628–88), The Pilgrim’s Progress.

	



	1679–81

	The Exclusion Crisis: Whigs work to exclude Charles’s brother James, Duke of York (1633–1701) from succession.

	



	1681

	Dryden, Absalom and Achitophel, a poem about the Exclusion Crisis.

	Decides not to become a minister; first known poem written, ‘Fleeing For Refuge To The hope Sett before us’.




	1683–92

	
	Becomes a hosiery merchant near the Royal Exchange and an investor in various projects.




	1684

	
	Marries Mary Tuffley, with dowry of £3,700. They will have seven children.




	1685

	Charles II dies in February; succeeded by his brother, who becomes James II. James Scott, Duke of Monmouth, Charles’s illegitimate son, rebels in June; defeated in July and beheaded.

	Joins Monmouth’s army but avoids being captured when rebels are defeated.




	1685–92

	
	Trades as a merchant in many kinds of goods and travels widely throughout Europe.




	1688

	‘Glorious’ Revolution; James II and his Catholic wife, Mary of Modena (with their newborn son) exiled to France; William of Orange (1650–1702) brought to England.

	Rides to Henley to meet the army of William III.




	1689

	William III and Mary II (daughter of James II; 1662–94) ascend the throne; the Oath of Allegiance instated, requiring everyone to swear loyalty to the Church of England and conform to its basic practices. Many Catholics and Dissenters refuse.

	



	1690

	John Locke (1632–1704), An Essay Concerning Human Understanding.

	Travels with the King to Chester. Begins to contribute to John Dunton’s Athenian Mercury.




	1692

	
	Bankrupted for the first time for about £17,000; in October and again in November, imprisoned for debt in the Fleet; writes An Essay upon Projects in prison.




	1693

	
	Imprisoned for debt in King’s Bench Prison; negotiates with creditors and begins to work as a manager for Thomas Neale’s private lotteries.




	1694

	Mary II dies; the Bank of England established.

	



	c. 1694–5

	
	Owns a pantile factory in Essex and becomes an accountant for the Glass Duty. Uses the name DeFoe (rather than Foe) almost exclusively by now.




	1697

	
	Publishes An Essay upon Projects (dedicated to Neale); it includes a plan for an academy for women, an asylum for the mentally retarded, and a military school, as well as proposals for life and health insurance, a central bank (established before publication), toll roads, and other useful things.




	1697–1701

	
	Becomes an agent for the King in England and Scotland.




	1698

	Jeremy Collier (1650–1726), A Short View of the Immorality and Prophaneness of the English Stage.

	



	1700

	Dryden dies in May. William Congreve (1670–1729), The Way of the World.

	



	1701

	The Act of Settlement provides for Protestant succession; Louis XIV of France recognizes ‘the [Old] Pretender’ (James II’s son) as King of Great Britain and Ireland; England at war with France.

	The True-Born Englishman, a popular satire against those who insinuated that only a ‘true born Englishman’ should rule England (William was Dutch); the poem points out that most Englishmen are genealogical mongrels. Meets Robert Harley, Earl of Oxford (1661–1724), Secretary of State and first prime minister.




	1702

	William III dies in March; Anne (sister of Mary II; 1665–1714) ascends the throne. The Bill to Prevent Occasional Conformity introduced into Parliament to restrict the rights of Nonconformists to own property, attend university, serve public office, etc. England enters the War of the Spanish Succession.

	Publishes The Shortest Way with the Dissenters) satirizing Anglican severity by mildly suggesting, as from an Anglican minister, that Nonconformists simply be put to death, thus solving lots of problems.




	1703

	In November, the Great Storm destroys thousands of houses, churches, and public buildings.

	Satire backfires; some Anglicans liked the proposal, many Dissenters thought it hurt more than it helped; it’s declared ‘seditious libel’ and Defoe is arrested and imprisoned in Newgate, but with the help of Harley is released on bail in June after two weeks.




	

	
	Convicted in July of seditious libel and sentenced to stand in the pillory (writes the hugely successful Hymn to the Pillory and passes it around to the crowd).




	
	
	Bankrupted again and loses the pantile factory just before the Great Storm.




	1704

	John Churchill, Duke of Marlborough (1650–1722) defeats the French at the Battle of Blenheim.

	Publishes The Great Storm in which he notes forlornly how many buildings need new pantiles on their roofs. In February issues his first Review, a periodical essay of news, politics, and advice (published until 1713; first called A Weekly Review of the Affairs of France and later A Review of the State of the English Nation); begins travelling around England and Scotland as a casual spy for Harley.




	1706

	
	Travels to Scotland as ‘Andrew Moreton’ for Godolphin and Harley to promote the political and economic union between England and Scotland; lives in Scotland for long periods between 1706 and 1710.




	1707

	In May, the Act of Union joins England and Scotland into Great Britain.

	



	1708

	By October, Marlborough and Sidney Godolphin (1645–1712) in power; Harley dismissed as prime minister.

	



	1709

	Alexander Pope’s (1688–1744) first published works appear in Tonson’s Miscellanies; Richard Steele (1672–1729) publishes The Tatler.

	Publishes The History of the Union of Scotland and England.




	1710

	Jonathan Swift (1667–1745), The Examiner; Tories in power.

	



	1711

	Pope, An Essay on Criticism; Joseph Addison (1672–1719) and Richard Steele begin publishing The Spectator.

	



	1713

	England and France negotiate peace and ratify the Treaty of Utrecht.

	Arrested for debt in March and imprisoned; arrested for seditious libel in April and imprisoned; re-imprisoned later that month for contempt of court after publishing an account of his arrest that accused his accuser of reading ironic pamphlets literally; publishes an apology in the Review and is released.




	
	
	Defends the peace treaty and Harley’s policies more generally.




	1714

	August: Queen Anne dies; George I, Elector of Hanover (1660–1727), becomes King of England;

	



	

	Sir Robert Walpole (1676–1745) replaces Harley as Prime Minister.

	Indicted for libel against George I.




	1715

	Harley indicted for High Treason and sent to the Tower.

	Defends Harley in the Review and elsewhere; begins to work as a political journalist (some say, hack) for the new Secretary of State, Charles Townshend, 2nd Viscount Townshend (1674–1738). Publishes The Family Instructor, his first conduct book and typical of what would become his love for dialogue and scene-setting.




	1717

	
	Begins to write for Nathaniel Mist’s Tory newspaper, the Weekly Journal.




	1719

	Eliza Haywood (1693?–1756), Love in Excess.

	Robinson Crusoe published in April, goes through four editions before its sequel appears in August, Farther Adventures of Robinson Crusoe.




	1720

	The South Sea ‘Bubble’ bursts when the overinflated stocks of the South Sea Company crash; many people (and banks) wiped out.

	Memoirs of a Cavalier; Captain Singleton; Serious Reflections…of Robinson Crusoe.




	1721

	Walpole becomes Lord Treasurer. The plague appears in Marseilles.

	



	1722

	
	The Fortunes and Misfortunes of the Famous Moll Flanders; Religious Courtship; A Journal of the Plague Year; The History of the Remarkable Life of the truly Honourable Colonel Jacque; Due Preparations for the Plague.




	
	
	Begins farming in Colchester, Essex; starts up another pantile factory.




	1724

	
	The Fortunate Mistress [Roxana]; A General History of the Pyrates; Volume I of A Tour thro’ the Whole Island of Great Britain published in May. John Ward, his partner in Colchester, sues him for payment.




	1725

	
	The Complete English Tradesman.
Volume II of the Tour published in June.




	1726

	Jonathan Swift, Gulliver’s Travels (in part a satire on Robinson Crusoe).

	Volume III of the Tour; The Political History of the Devil.




	1727

	George I dies; George II (1683–1760) ascends the throne.

	A second volume of The Complete English Tradesman; Conjugal Lewdness; An Essay on the History and Reality of Apparitions; A New Family Instructor.




	1728

	John Gay, The Beggar’s Opera performed. First edition of Alexander Pope’s Dunciad appears (‘Earless on high, stood un abash’d Defoe’ [II.139]).

	Augusta Triumphans; A Plan of the English Commerce.
Old friends sue him over an old debt.




	1729

	Pope’s Dunciad Variorum published; Swift’s A Modest Proposal.

	The Compleat English Gentleman written; not published until 1890.




	1730

	James Thomson (1700–48), The Seasons.

	Loses the debt case and goes into hiding.




	1731

	
	24 April, dies ‘of a lethargy’ (i.e. a stroke) in Ropemaker’s Alley in London (hiding from creditors); buried 26 April in Bunhill Fields, the great cemetery for the Dissenters.




	1732

	
	19 December, Mary Defoe buried in Bunhill Fields.






Introduction

Passing thro’ Token-House-Yard in Lothbury, of a sudden a Casement violently opened just over my Head, and a Woman gave three frightful Skreetches, and then cry’d, Oh! Death, Death, Death! in a most inimitable Tone, and which struck me with Horror and a Chilness, in my very Blood. There was no Body to be seen in the whole Street, neither did any other Window open; for People had no Curiosity now in any Case; nor could any Body help one another; so I went on to pass into Bell-Alley (p. 79).

So writes ‘H. F.’, a saddler in London in 1665 and the narrator of Daniel Defoe’s A Journal of the Plague Year, published in 1722. A Journal of the Plague Year recounts the facts and retells the stories of the last great plague of London, ‘which swept an Hundred Thousand Souls Away’ and left its Narrator ‘alive!’ (p. 238). The Journal is partly documentary – Defoe, a journalist for most of his life, took his many facts and statistics from currently available records and pamphlets – and partly fictional – a collection of individual stories of entrapment and escape, of science and superstition, of isolation and resurrection. And buried within are all the untold stories as well – like the disembodied shriek of anonymous grief above. The documents are fleshed out with stories; the stories are underwritten by documents. The result – this oddish combination of graphs and statistics and dates and matter-of-factness on the one hand, the moments of haunting intimacy and immediacy on the other – prompted the critic William Hazlitt to say in 1830: ‘[the Journal] has an epic grandeur, as well as heart-breaking familiarity, in its style and matter.’1 As another nineteenth-century reviewer declared, Defoe’s Journal ‘is the most lively Picture of Truth which ever proceeded from imagination: … we cannot take it up, after a hundredth perusal, without yielding, before we have traversed twenty pages, to a full conviction that we are conversing with one who passed through and survived the horrors which he describes.’2

In 1720 the plague, which had more or less disappeared from Europe in the decades following 1665, broke out with renewed viciousness in Marseilles. Many people in England had lived through the Great Plague as children; many more remembered the grisly stories of their parents and relatives. Everyone knew what plague meant – Europe had been wasted by the Black Death repeatedly since the Middle Ages. First, a small black swelling (a ‘bubo’ or ‘token’) would appear somewhere on your body, then more swelling in your neck or armpit or groin, fierce headaches and vomiting, sharp pains, the swellings turning red or purple or black, and sometimes death would come so fast, overtaking you in the street, on the stairs, in the pew, in the tavern, in the very moment of a gesture, an act, a decision. And it spread so terribly quickly – more and more deaths, more and more bodies, until the burial pits were full, there weren’t enough deadcarts to haul the corpses away, and the houses and streets became open tombs. And pain and death weren’t the only horrors – you could be quarantined, shut up in your house with watchmen guarding and a red cross on your door – trapped inside because someone reported your master (or your maidservant) infected, trapped with the disease and therefore sentenced to death. What might you do, in your panic to escape? Bribe (or even kill) the watchman? Slip through a back window on to a roof, or through a shed into an alley?

Once ‘free’ in the streets, what then? Fear and panic could destroy the city as much as plague itself. Many of the doctors fled, along with the rich and powerful; quacks preyed on the poor with their neverfail miracle drugs. Churches and conventicles and synagogues were empty. Neighbours informed against each other. People lied to each other – and to themselves. (It’s just a headache. Just a little bruise. I’ll feel better if I go for a walk.) Worse – there were stories of infected people deliberately concealing their telltale ‘tokens’ and going out into the streets trying to infect others.

On the other hand, suppose you fled the city in time, leaving your house, your business, your relatives and friends – then what? Your house vandalized, your shop looted, your worldly goods stolen, your livelihood destroyed? And what could you expect in the country? Who was going to welcome you, the refugee from the dark city, protesting your health, your ‘soundness’? Who was going to open their peaceful village to death? More likely they’d head you off with pitchforks, and you’d sleep hungry in haystacks.

Defoe was fascinated by this history of darkness, pain, and fear, but he also knew it wasn’t the whole truth by any means. He knew as well the stories of generosity and courage and self-sacrifice: the clergy who encouraged and comforted all who came – including the outcast Catholics, Jews, and Dissenters; the doctors who tended the poor without fees; the officials working quickly to calm panic and stave off disaster; the watchmen, the deadcart drivers, the ‘buryers’ at the pits; the parents and children and servants and friends who encouraged, comforted, tended, worked, saved, and mourned.

Defoe was a small child during the plague – his biographers agree he was probably sent off to safety in the country3 – but he was always interested in how human beings behaved under conditions of great stress (among his novels, Robinson Crusoe spends twenty-eight years on an island; Moll Flanders is forced by poverty into adultery, incest, and theft; Roxana is haunted to near madness by an illegitimate daughter; Colonel Jack is transported to the Colonies). He was genuinely concerned to help prepare the people of London for another ‘visitation’ (he also published that same year of 1722 a small volume called Due Preparations for the Plague, as well for Souls as Body. Being some seasonable Thoughts upon the visible approach of the present dreadful Contagion in France; the properest measures to prevent it, and the great work of submitting to it). How could he best explore, mediate, and publicize the issues of plague and its consequences – recognizing the marks of illness, the possibilities for prevention and cure, the effects of panic, the effectiveness of quarantine?

His answer is A Journal of the Plague Year, a sort of cross between a novel, a memento mori, and a self-help book, for which Defoe studied the medical treatises, the official broadsides, and the Bills of Mortality of 1665 to ground his stories and London’s cultural memories in historical fact. But not simply medical facts. H. F. mentions over 175 different streets, buildings, churches, taverns, inns, houses, villages, landmarks, and counties; much of the Journal’s plot (and many of its allusions) depend on an intimate knowledge of the London streets. The passage quoted at the beginning of the Introduction, for instance, resonates even more richly when we put together the fact that H. F. elsewhere describes the physical signs of plague as monetary currency: ‘Those Spots they call’d the Tokens were really gangreen Spots, or mortified Flesh in small Knobs as broad as a little silver Peny’ (p. 188) – and that Tokenhouse Yard was built by the economist Sir William Petty in the reign of Charles I and takes its name from a house where farthing tokens were coined: a grisly sort of exchange. And H. F. moved on to Bell Alley – for whom does that bell toll?

Understanding why the Journal pays so much attention to the streets of seventeenth-century London also opens up some of the richer structural patterns of the novel. This work has been often criticized for its apparent random wanderings, its ‘nonlinear’ plot. We are constantly distracted by the Narrator’s digressions: he begins one story only to tell another, and then goes back to the first. But two patterns emerge that make sense of this wandering. First, we see H. F. in search of meaning, looking for reliable signs – signs of plague, signs of wellness, signs of truth, signs of streets. How do we know what we know; how do we know where we are? How do we learn to read? By going back over the signs and the stories – and over and over again. Second, the way H. F. tells his story echoes not only his own movements – shutting himself up, wandering out again insatiably, shutting himself up again nervously and darting out again – but also the behaviour of the people forcibly ‘shut up’ by officials into quarantine and endlessly, ingeniously escaping, and the movements of the plague itself, swelling and ebbing, encroaching and retreating. Recognizing these strange but compelling patterns helps us keep up with both narrator and narrative and hear the Journal’s ‘epic grandeur, as well as heartbreaking familiarity’.

Defoe and his city

Daniel Defoe was already a prolific and well-known author by the time he wrote A Journal of the Plague Year. At the age of sixty-two he had had careers as a merchant, a spy, a political journalist, a religious and social satirist, a poet, a travel writer, an economist, an author of conduct books, and a novelist. He was born in London in 1660 (we’re pretty sure), the year of the restoration of the monarchy, to James and Alice Foe. (Daniel had added the aristocratic ‘De’ by 1695.) His father was a tallow chandler. The family were Dissenters from the Anglican Church, following their minister Samuel Annesley as he left the church of St Giles, Cripplegate, because he would not subscribe to the 1662 Act of Uniformity, which mandated conformity with the Church’s articles. Defoe’s earliest years thus included an intimate acquaintance with religious intolerance and persecution. The plague swept the city in 1665, when he was five or so, followed in 1666 by the Great Fire, which destroyed four-fifths of the medieval centre of London in three days. The rest of Defoe’s life would be characterized by remarkable twistings and turnings and leapings and boundings of fortune.

As a Dissenter (as for all non-Anglicans), Defoe was prohibited from attending the usual schools and universities of England, and instead of the traditional classical education in Latin and Greek was taught such ‘modern’ subjects as astronomy and geography. He gave up the idea of being a minister to become a hosier and wine merchant, marrying Mary Tuffley (and her dowry of £3,700) in 1684. (They had seven children.) In 1685 he joined the rebel army of the Duke of Monmouth, the illegitimate son of Charles II, who on the king’s death was hoping to put himself on the throne in place of Charles’s brother James. The revolt failed, but Defoe managed to escape unscathed and unidentified – riding to greet the new King William III and Queen Mary II in 1688, becoming a sort of informal adviser to them. Then things get rocky. In 1692 he was bankrupted (not for the last time) and thrown into prison for debts of £17, 000 – a vast sum in an era when a footman might make £8 a year (with room and board). While in prison he wrote An Essay upon Projects (published 1697), in which he outlines various worthy schemes for national improvement, such as a central Bank of England, life and health insurance for sailors and soldiers, toll roads, and an academy for women. By 1695 he’s up and running again as merchant and as writer, with a pantile factory in Essex, publishing The True-Born Englishman in 1701 (a popular poem satirizing the anti-Dutch, anti-William sentiment) and The Shortest Way with the Dissenters (a less successful satire on Anglican severity; it got him thrown into Newgate for seditious libel). He was bankrupt again in 1703 – losing his pantile factory just before the Great Storm; he wrote a history of the storm in which he mourns, among the sad stories of men and women killed, the loss of all those tiles from all those roofs.

By 1704 Defoe began the overtly political stage of his careers. He published the Review – a periodical essay of news, politics, and advice – until 1713. He travelled often to Scotland as ‘Andrew Moreton’ for the prime minister Robert Harley to promote the political and economic union between England and Scotland, which produced ‘Great Britain’ in 1707. He also began writing and publishing ‘conduct books’ – such as The Family Instructor in 1715 and Religious Courtship in 1722 – in which the proper duties and behaviours of each family member in relation to each other and to God are carefully articulated. By 1719, however, the government had changed hands and Defoe, having written for both opposing sides, became persona non grata. So, aged fifty-nine, he decided to write a novel: Robinson Crusoe. It was an immediate popular success, and historically, of course, achieved iconic stature. It was followed by Memoirs of a Cavalier and Captain Singleton in 1720, Moll Flanders and Colonel Jack in 1722, and Roxana in 1724, when Defoe changed course once again. In 1725 he published The Complete English Tradesman – an extremely canny and entertaining how-to manual (complete with scenes and dialogues) for the neophyte London shopkeeper, a text that has remained useful for economic and cultural historians ever since. And 1724–6 saw the three volumes of A Tour thro’ the Whole Island of Great Britain, in which he documents the topography, architecture, trade, and social practices of all the different parts of the nation. One or two other titles of importance appeared in the next few years, but by 1730 Defoe was back into debt, hiding from his creditors. He finally died ‘of a lethargy’ (probably a stroke) in Ropemaker’s Alley in London. He is buried in Bunhill Fields – along with his character ‘H. F.’ (perhaps Defoe’s uncle, Henry Foe), as the Journal rather occultly points out (p. 223). From this long life of travelling and writing, we see how well Defoe knew his history, loved his facts and was fascinated by his country, its people and particularly by its capital city of London.

Most of Defoe’s novels are London-centred; even more specifically, street-centred. Moll, Roxana, Colonel Jack, and H. F. all know the streets intimately; their lives – their survival – depend upon the internalization of the urban map and its legends, in both senses. ‘London’ in Defoe’s time could mean roughly four areas: Southwark, on the south side of the river Thames; Westminster to the west, inhabited by king and court; the ‘Town’ in the centre, marked by the Inns of Court and the theatre district of Drury Lane and Covent Garden; and the original City, once walled and gated by the Romans, and expanded ‘without’ the walls in the medieval period. The maps in Appendix III highlight the contrast between the snaky and tangled urban patterns of the old City and the more spacious and geometrical streetlines to the west. Defoe’s characters inhabit this ancient centre, with its webbing of streets that grew from and were named for their trades or their features: John Stow, one of the earliest (and most pungent) of the city demographers, explains in his 1598 Survey of London that Ivy Lane is ‘so called of ivy growing on the walls of the prebend houses’; Bladder Street ‘is of selling bladders there’; Mountgodard Street, ‘of the tippling houses there, and the goddards mounting from the tap to the table, from the table to the mouth, and sometimes over the head’.4 Particularly in 1665, before the Great Fire destroyed four-fifths of the old City, knowing the street names as well as their intricate patterns meant knowing, literally, what would be around the corner – shops or markets, prisons or hospitals, merchants or artisans, havens or dangers.

Navigating this urban space in the 1660s could be tricky, both physically and conceptually. The streets were narrow and winding, sometimes only a few feet wide; horse-drawn carts and carriages would thunder along regardless of foot passengers, splashing filth from the ditches; the overhanging, thatched storeys of the houses nearly met overhead, and a housemaid just might be emptying a chamber pot from above. As one of Defoe’s contemporaries described it:

London at the time of the Plague [of] 1665 was, perhaps, as much crouded with People as I suppose Marseilles to have been when the Plague begun [in 1719]; the Streets of London were in the Time of the Pestilence very Narrow, and, as I am Inform’d, unpaved for the most Part; the Houses by continu’d Jetts one Story above another, made them almost meet at the Garrets, so that the Air within the STREETS was pent up, and had not a due Freedom of Passage, to purifie it self as it ought.5

The only lights were lanterns that householders were supposed to hang out from sunset through the night – but they didn’t always. No light, no air, no space – and no numbers. Until the middle of the eighteenth century, London buildings were identified by name and geographic location: Black Horse and Hare Inn, the Golden Artichoke, the Three Balls; with an address ‘at the Sun against St Dunstan’s Church in Fleet-street’; ‘in the Lower Walk of the New Exchange’; ‘at the Mayden-head in Pauls-Church-yard’.6 Instead of house or building numbers, large, heavy, painted signs swung precariously overhead, announcing trades or wares through images rather than words: the Harp and Crown for musical instruments, the Frying Pan for the ironmonger, the Gilt Fox for the goldsmith.7 There were no maps for ordinary people to guide them through the city. You made your way by sight, by memory, by history, by advice, by direction – and by luck.

This is H. F.’s London, and he knows it well. He gives his own address as ‘without Aldgate about mid-way between Aldgate Church and White-Chappel-Bars’ (p. 9), and if we lived in his London we would know precisely what he meant: on Whitechapel Street, between the church of St Botolph (where Defoe was married) and the edge of London marked by the gate, or Bars, at the end of the street. Throughout the novel he ceaselessly prowls the streets, but not in order to learn routes of escape; he already knows these streets and so can plot the progress of the plague very, very particularly. And thus, for him and for Londoners, the very knownness of the streets makes the depredations of the plague more horrifying: it renders the known unknown. The sense of haunted geography emerges in the very first paragraphs, when rumours of the plague dart first across Europe and then strike much closer when, in ‘the latter End of November, or the Beginning of December 1664… two Men, said to be French-men, died of the Plague in Long Acre, or rather at the upper End of Drury-Lane’ (p. 3). For the reader of 1722, the geographic terror now includes Marseilles, threatening plague again. History would have been especially resonant, especially timely, in Defoe’s title about the past.

H. F.’s narrative is in a way a chronicle of street space, of the way streets link and separate, offer escape and threaten death. Most of the little stories H. F. tells are literally framed by their location:

I saw two Links come over from the End of the Minories, and heard the Bellman, and then appear’d a Dead-Cart, as they call’d it, coming over the Streets so I could no longer resist my Desire of seeing it, and went in… [T]he Bodies [of the family of a man following the cart] shot into the Pit promiscuously, which was a Surprize to him, for he at least expected they would have been decently laid in… [H]e went backward two or three Steps, and fell down in a Swoon: the Buryers ran to him and took him up, and in a little While he came to himself, and they led him away to the Pye Tavern over-against the End of Houndsditch, where, it seems, the Man was known, and where they took care of him. (pp. 60–61)

The familiarity of place encloses but cannot contain the new, unimaginable horrors happening inside those spaces. A certain ‘dreadful Set of Fellows’ who habituated Pye Tavern found ghastly amusement in sitting in a room next to the street to watch the deadcart empty its loads of bodies into the burial pit and would jeer and mock at the mourners through the windows, contaminating tavern-space and streetspace (p. 63). But they were not the only instances of perversion. At the beginning of the text and the beginning of the panic, H. F. notes of Whitechapel:

[In] the Broad-street where I liv’d… nothing was to be seen but Waggons and Carts, with Goods, Women, Servants, Children, &c. Coaches fill’d with People of the better Sort, and Horsemen attending them, and all hurrying away; then empty Waggons, and Carts appear’d and Spare-horses with Servants, who it was apparent were returning or sent from the Countries to fetch more People: Besides innumerable Numbers of Men on Horseback, some alone, others with Servants, and generally speaking, all loaded with Baggage and fitted out for travelling… This was a very terrible and melancholy Thing to see, and as it was a Sight which I cou’d not but look on from Morning to Night; for indeed there was nothing else of Moment to be seen… (p. 17)

Streets, of course, are designed as means of passage, but the plague turns them into obstacles or threats; they are either too full or too empty, over- or under-accommodating: ‘… it was a most surprising thing, to see those Streets, which were usually so thronged, now grown desolate, and so few People to be seen in them, that if I had been a Stranger, and at a Loss for my Way, I might sometimes have gone the Length of a whole Street… and see no Body to direct me’ (p. 18). The plague deforms the city, inverting ordinary expectations: ‘I went up Holbourn, and there the Street was full of People; but they walk’d in the middle of the great Street, neither on one Side or other, because, as I suppose, they would not mingle with any Body that came out of Houses, or meet with Smells and Scents from Houses that might be infected’ (p. 18). The emptiness makes the ‘natural’ unnatural: ‘the great Streets within the City, such as Leaden-hall-Street, Bishopgate-Street, Cornhill, and even the Exchange it self, had Grass growing in them, in several Places’ (p. 98). Sometimes streets are ‘safe’ where houses are dreadful; sometimes it is the other way around, as H. F. knows when he constantly tells himself to stay put inside his own house. (He doesn’t follow his own advice.) He knows his London, but his London has become strange, and he has to know – everyone has to know – how to read the new spaces, the new signs.

Reading signs

Reading safe spaces is just one of the many critical practices the people of London need to learn. Life depends on proper interpretation of signs. H. F. must track the plague through the city to keep one step ahead of it, and he must learn to read its signs – and there are many, many kinds. The Bills of Mortality, for instance – the weekly parish records of deaths – show in the first few pages the steady and then the shocking increase of deaths in each parish: ‘So that now all our Extenuations abated, and it was no more to be concealed, nay it quickly appeared that the Infection had spread it self beyond all Hopes of Abatement’ (pp. 7–8). Sheer numbers can force truth. Then there were the houses of the sick – the ‘visited’ – which were to be shut up and marked ‘with a red Cross of a Foot long, in the middle of the Door, evident to be seen, and with these usual printed Words, that is to say, Lord have Mercy upon us, to be set close over the same Cross’ (p. 43). Reading the sign on the door keeps you from making the wrong kind of visit. Then there’s the disease itself, with its ‘tokens’ so like pennies, swelling and festering and announcing in no uncertain terms the imminence of death. Then there are the signs posted by quacks and physicians for prophylactics and cures; or the signs of God’s wrath or God’s will to be sought in bibles, in blazing comets, in ghostly figures, in incantations. And then again there is the careful removal of signs, to keep the grisly horror somehow, somewhat, contained: ‘All the needful Works, that carried Terror with them, that were both dismal and dangerous, were done in the Night… and every thing was covered and closed before Day: So that in the Day-time there was not the least Signal of the Calamity to be seen or heard of, except what was to be observ’d from the Emptiness of the Streets’ (p. 179). Careful attention to the presence of some signs of plague – and the removal of others – becomes essential to survival.

And also useless, because all the signs that point so steadily towards some reality, some fact (an infected person, an infected house, an infected city) are neatly, simultaneously emptied of meaning because they do not in fact signal enough. The cross on the door might guarantee that the family was ‘visited’, but how were you to know about the unmarked house next door? The tokens might reveal the presence of plague in your daughter (p. 56), but what about the ‘Gentleman dress’d, with his Band on and his Gloves in his Hand, his Hat upon his Head, and his Hair comb’d’? (p. 201). As H. F. and others come to realize, ‘it was not the sick People only, from whom the Plague was immediately receiv’d by others that were sound, but THE WELL’ (p. 183), that is, those who were infected and did not yet realize it themselves. (Or did realize it and wickedly disguised their toxicity with gloves and collars.) And the tokens themselves could be deceiving – those whose tokens came on early and burst violently might survive, so the token could mean life instead of death, whereas the absence of the sign – the tokenless infected – invariably died. Or as with the clean streets, empty of corpses in the daylight: what better sign of universal loss?

Hence all the windows and doors that H. F. marks so carefully. The doors imprison families, the windows reveal horrors: the anonymous woman’s dismal shriek in Tokenhouse Yard, or the half-naked dead woman sprawled on the upper floor of an empty house, discovered by two watchmen who ‘got a long Ladder, and… went up to the Window, and look’d into the Room’ (p. 49). Windows and doors become the signs of emptiness and death instead of comfort and life: ‘whole Streets seem’d to be desolated, and not to be shut up only, but to be emptied of their Inhabitants; Doors were left open, Windows stood shattering with the Wind in empty Houses, for want of People to shut them’ (p. 164). On the other hand, they offer the only ways left to connect safely to the horror-ridden world. In these liminal spaces – not quite inside or outside, but thresholds of commitment or retreat – one can hover, talk, commiserate, help. At one point H. F. talks to a waterman walking forlornly by the river, and finds out that his wife and children are quarantined in their house. The man sleeps in his boat, bringing provisions: ‘and what I get, I lay down upon that Stone, says he, shewing me a broad Stone on the other Side of the Street, a good way from his House, and then, says he, I halloo, and call to them till I make them hear; and they come and fetch it’ (p. 104). H. F. would ‘see it all from [his] own Windows’ (p. 165). And in the end, people reconnect through their windows, in their streets. In the end, the best signs are both readable and reliable after all:

It is impossible to express the Change that appear’d in the very Countenances of the People, that Thursday Morning, when the Weekly Bill came out; it might have been perceived in their Countenances, that a secret Surprize and Smile of Joy sat on every Bodies Face; they shook one another by the Hands in the Streets, who would hardly go on the same Side of the way with one another before; where the Streets were not too broad, they would open their Windows and call from one House to another, and ask’d how they did, and if they had heard the good News, that the Plague was abated; (pp. 234–5)

Countenances could now be read; secret surprises were open to all; streets returned to being sites of safe passage and human intercourse – people going in the same direction, so to speak, street space unperverted – and windows opened, reconnecting rather than severing communication.

Following the narrator

The reader also has some navigating to do, in following H. F.’s digressive, regressive patterns. We follow him through the streets, into the houses of death, up to the edge of the Pit – and backwards and forwards through time, from this story to that rumour, from this horror to that hope. There is nothing straightforward about the Journal – and that is precisely its formal fascination. The complicated, perhaps initially exasperating patterns of the narration (H. F. beginning one story only to drop it for another, yet persistently returning) unfold rather beautifully when we realize that they exactly replicate the patterns of the plague itself, ebbing and flowing, eddying and surging, and H. F.’s own physical patterns – retreating to his house, darting into the streets, prowling restlessly up and down, scuttling back inside. He re-enacts his behaviour in his storytelling; his method of storytelling explains his behaviour.

One of the most striking, haunting, and persistent obsessions of H. F. is the ‘shutting up of houses’. Once someone was diagnosed with plague, city officials forced the quarantine of everyone in the house. As a citizen-official himself, appointed to keep guard over houses shut up, he must, of course, enforce the law. But as a human being, he can’t help shuddering at the horror of the virtually certain death penalty for those locked in with plague victims. ‘It would fill a little Volume’, H. F. says, ‘to set down the Arts us’d by the People of such Houses, to shut the Eyes of the Watchmen, who were employ’d, to deceive them, and to escape, or break out from them’ (p. 48). And, in effect, H. F. does fill a little volume – after every attempt at justifying the official position, he slips into a relief of digression, of someone escaping, someone sidestepping this enforced claustrophobia, conquering the fear through sheer desperation, or malice, or cowardice…or a sort of epic heroism.

Throughout all of H. F.’s official resignation to official proclamations, he realizes: ‘It is to be consider’d too, that as these were Prisons without Barrs and Bolts, which our common Prisons are furnish’d with, so the People let themselves down out of their Windows, even in the Face of the Watchman’ (p. 53). He identifies obsessively with those involuntarily shut up, and dwells in detail on the multifarious means of escape: ‘some had Gardens, and Walls, or Pales between them and their Neighbours; or Yards, and back-Houses; and these by Friendship and Entreaties, would get leave to get over those Walls, or Pales, and so go out at their Neighbour’s Doors’ (p. 53). All of H. F.’s architectural imagery – his windows, doorways and streets – operates simultaneously as images of enclosure and possibilities of escape. We rarely get to know the details of interiors; we only know that what closes them in, what blocks their passage, also lets them out and sends them on their way. After each narrative of escape he says, ‘But I come back’ or ‘I return to’ some speculation on the necessity of quarantine. The individual story of desperation presses constantly against the official story of common good.

About a third of the way into the narrative H. F. notes: ‘I have by me a Story of two Brothers and their Kinsman’ (p. 57). He does not return to the story for a long while (p.117), dwelling in the meantime primarily on the pros and cons of quarantine, on his own self-enclosure and the unendurability of being enclosed, centring on the dreadful fascination of the great burial pit. He records that he ‘went all the first Part of the Time freely about the Streets, tho’ not so freely as to run my self into apparent Danger, except when they dug the great Pit in the Church-Yard of our Parish of Algate; a terrible Pit it was, and I could not resist my Curiosity to go and see it’ (p. 58). Note the conjunction: ‘and I could not resist’. Why not ‘but’? Because the two impulses are connected, not separate. It’s all part of why he stayed in the City at all – not because he needed to mind the shop (plenty of shopkeepers left the city); not just because his bibliomancy points that way, when he opens the bible randomly for guidance (p. 14) – he berates the foolish ‘Turkish’ fatalism of others; but because he is an Observer at heart, one who needs to see and determine for himself: ‘But tho’ I confin’d my Family [his servants], I could not prevail upon my unsatisfy’d Curiosity to stay within entirely my self; and tho’ I generally came frighted and terrified Home, yet I cou’d not restrain’ (p. 78).

H. F. finally returns (twice) to his story of the three men – a ‘Biscuit-Baker’, a ‘Sail-Maker’ and the other a ‘Joiner’ (p. 118): ‘I say, this brings me back to the three poor Men, who wandered from Wapping, not knowing whether to go, or what to do’ (p. 117). After a brief digression on the ‘Sleepiness and Security’ of some benighted citizens, and of the grisly necessity of killing the dogs and cats, he ‘come[s] back [again] to my three Men’ (p. 118). They have now become his – because for the next thirty pages they occupy the longest sustained internal story of the entire narrative. These three resourceful tradesmen find a way out. In the centre of a claustrophobic text, their story offers the brief relief of linear plot: they tramp through the countryside, they devise Robinson Crusoe-esque dwellings, they negotiate with hostile natives, and they beat the system. The interpolated narrative concludes with a summary of people who ‘got little Sheds, and Barns, and Out-houses to live in’… and others who ‘built themselves little Hutts and Retreats in the Fields and Woods, and liv’d like Hermits in Holes and Caves’ (p. 145) – supplying further openings in the text of claustrophobia, further spaces of imaginative retreat. The Tale of the Three Men offers H. F. the greatest hopeful story of survival, and it offers the reader the most familiar narrative pattern.8

But Defoe refuses to let us rest too comfortably. The next spatial break in the text are the lines carved in a gate near one of these escape-huts:

O mIsErY!

We BoTH ShaLL DyE,

WoE, WoE. (p. 145)

So much for the freedom of the countryside; this memento mori reminds us of the other likely ways the story could have ended. This ‘novel’ is not about simple answers. Whatever consistency it keeps lies in the paradox of H. F. and his stories of shut-up houses and escapes: death lies on both sides of doors and windows and streets, on both ends of the city, on the consequences of either decision. This is a world of corpses strewn in streets and pits, yet in the deadcart itself a drunken piper wakes up to cry, ‘But I an’t dead tho’, am I?’ (p. 89). The plague makes death more overtly embedded in life than we usually grant it to be, except in our own particular stories. More and more people recover by the end; yet the Narrator is pre-buried by his own text: ‘N.B. The Author of this Journal, lyes buried in that very Ground, being at his own Desire, his Sister having been buried there a few Years before’ (p. 223). And this just a few pages before H. F. declares himself triumphant over this plague, ‘Which swept an Hundred Thousand Souls/Away; yet I alive!’ (p. 238). The narrative pattern Defoe chooses for his Narrator plays upon the paradox of both/and: each image, each story, each fact, swings both ways, permitting conflicting interpretations. This text – full of facts, full of documents – maps itself out on contradictions and difficulties. This text, like a catalogue of signs, must be read. The plague teaches H. F. and the citizens of London how to read; the text teaches us.
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