
The Plague in Colchester—1579-1666 
B y I . G . D O O L I T T L E 

THE i m p o r t a n c e o f the p l a g u e in the history o f Co lches te r in the 16th and 
17th centuries has often been stressed. M o r a n t r ecorded outbreaks in 1579, 
1604, 1631 and 1665-6 and listed the p l a g u e deaths in 1665-6. 1 T w o 

historians o f the p l ague , C r e i g h t o n and S h r e w s b u r y 2 h a v e also dea l t a t some 
leng th w i t h ep idemics in Colches te r , in pa r t i cu la r the final ca tas t rophic p l a g u e of 
1665-6. T h e present su rvey a t tempts to establish the extent of p l a g u e mor ta l i ty 
in Colches te r , to e x a m i n e h o w the loca l adminis t ra t ion tr ied to cope w i t h the 
ensuing p rob lems and to est imate the pa r t p l a y e d by the p l a g u e in the e c o n o m i c 
and social life of Co lches te r du r ing this t ime. 

On the basis o f an analysis o f the par ish registers o f St . L e o n a r d s , St . M a r y s 
and St . Peters3 and b o r o u g h records , mor ta l i ty of ep idemic propor t ions seems to 
h a v e occur red in the fo l lowing y e a r s : 1579, 1586, 1597, 1603, 1626, 1631, 1644, 
and 1665-6. T h e r e are, h o w e v e r , impor t an t qual i f icat ions to be m a d e a t this 
s tage. T h e te rm ' p l a g u e ' was then used gene r i ca l l y ; i t w a s i n v a r i a b l y synonymous 
wi th ' ep idemic ' . A l t h o u g h the loca l authori t ies refer to the ' p l a g u e ' of 1579 its 
seasonal inc idence ( D e c e m b e r 1578 to A u g u s t 1579, a c c o r d i n g to Morant4) 
suggests that i t was in fact smal lpox .5 V e r y few causes of dea th (apar t from unusua l 
deaths by misadventure ) are no ted in the par ish registers. T h e four dea ths by 
sma l lpox in 1652 recorded in the register of S t . Peters are an excep t ion . M o r e o v e r , 
du r ing a v e r y severe ou tb reak p a r o c h i a l regis t rat ion b roke d o w n . T h u s , pa ra 
dox ica l ly , a h igh n u m b e r of burials in a pa r t i cu la r yea r , whi ls t i t u n d o u b t e d l y 
shows the presence of an ep idemic of some k ind , suggests that the o u t b r e a k w a s 
not of a ca tas t rophic na ture . F o r the y e a r l y totals see T a b l e I . 

T h e r e is, in fact, no pa roch ia l ev idence for the vis i ta t ion of 1579. Regis ters 
for St . M a r y s are ex tan t for this y e a r bu t no p e a k is appa ren t in annua l mor ta l i ty 
totals. H o w e v e r , there are three documen t s in M o r a n t ' s co l lec t ion w h i c h show tha t 
an ep idemic d id occur . T w o conce rn the select ion o f persons to v i e w the corpses 
to establish w h e t h e r the p l a g u e h a d been the cause of dea th and these are d a t e d 
D e c e m b e r 1578. T h e third, da t ed A u g u s t 1579, refers to a bill of mor ta l i ty for 
S t . L e o n a r d s and lists four persons w h o w e r e still s t r icken w i t h the d i sease . 6 T h e s e 
manuscr ip ts are c lea r ly the basis for M o r a n t ' s assertion tha t the p l a g u e lasted 
from D e c e m b e r 1578 to A u g u s t 1579. A l t h o u g h this suggests tha t i t was s m a l l p o x 
ra ther than p l a g u e (wh ich is v i ru len t du r ing the la te s u m m e r months) i t i s 
impossible to conf i rm this. M o r e o v e r , this s tudy is conce rned w i t h the inc idence 

1 P. Morant, History of Colchester (1748), Vol . I, pp. 50, 52, 70, and British Museum, Stowe M S S . , 
840, ff. 44-5. 

1 C. Creighton, A History of Epidemics in Britain, Vol . I (1891), pp. 348, 498, 525-6, 688 et seq., and 
J. F. D. Shrewsbury, A History of the Bubonic Plague in the British Isles (1970), pp. 233, 234, 269, 348, 404, 
407, 499-502. 

3 E .R .O . D/P 245/1/1 (St. Leonards) and D/P 178/1/1 (St. Peters). The St. Mary's registers are to be 
found at the parish church. 

4 Morant, op. cit., p. 50. 
5 Shrewsbury, op. cit., p. 233. 
6 E .R .O . D / Y 2, Vol . X L I I , pp. 23-5. 

134 



T H E P L A G U E I N C O L C H E S T E R , I 5 7 9 - 1 6 6 6 135 

T A B L E I 
Burial totals for three Colchester parishes, 1560-1670 
(Note: only complete years have been included) 

St. Mary's St. Leonard's St. Peter's St. Mary's St. Leonard's St. Peter's 
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1667 5 3 1 >4 1667 3 ' 

o f h e a v y mor ta l i ty a n d its effects on Co lches t e r ra ther than wi th the precise 

nature of the ep idemic . 

T h e r e m a y also h a v e been visi tat ions o f p l a g u e in 1586 and 1597. T h e r e 

we r e some 43 burials (more than twice the yea r ly ave rage ) in St . M a r y s in 1586, 

m a i n l y d u r i n g J u l y a n d the fo l lowing months . In addi t ion , there was a g ra in 

shor tage in S e p t e m b e r 15867 and this m a y be an ind ica t ion of some kind of 

7 p .R .O. SP 12/193/10. 
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d e m o g r a p h i c crisis at this t i m e . 8 T h e on ly ev idence that remains for 1597 is the 
co inc idence o f two h igh totals o f burials in St . M a r y s and S t . Leona rds w h e n the 
deaths occur red m a i n l y du r ing the lat ter h a l f o f the yea r . 

T h e r e is more substant ia l ev idence for an ou tb reak in the a u t u m n of 1603. 
T h e 70 burials registered at St . L e o n a r d s is a p p r o x i m a t e l y three t imes the usual 
annua l f igure and the A s s e m b l y Book conta ins a m e m o r a n d u m of N o v e m b e r 
1603,9 conce rn ing the re l ief of those afflicted w i t h the disease. Bu t the la rge 
n u m b e r o f burials a t St . M a r y s to w h i c h M o r a n t r e fe r s 1 0 m a i n l y occur red in fact 
du r ing the months of D e c e m b e r 1604 and J a n u a r y 1605 a n d this suggests that i t 
was not p l ague . On this po in t a m a r g i n a l note in an appa ren t ly con t empora ry 
h a n d is not helpful . I t r eads : 

'pestis hoc anno saevissima grassata est unde clades haec sepulturae solito 
numerosiores' 
(a particularly savage pestilence raged this year and the larger than usual 
numbers of burials are to be ascribed to this slaughter). 

A pedan t ic or scholar ly la ter c l e r g y m a n (possibly M o r a n t ) cor rec ted 'grassavi t ' 
in the or ig inal to 'grassata est'. 

A c c o r d i n g to the clerk of St . Peters the f i rs t person to die of the 1626 p l a g u e 
in that parish was bur ied on 14 J u n e and in al l 79 deaths were registered tha t y e a r ; 
19 and 17 are the totals for 1625 and 1627 respect ive ly . T h e r e is a g o o d dea l of 
o ther d o c u m e n t a r y ev idence for the ou tbreak . T h e P r i v y C o u n c i l o rdered the 
transfer of the C o u n t y G a o l from Colches te r to Stratford and told the Just ices 
to restrict the m o v e m e n t of peop le from Colches te r du r ing the p l a g u e . Co lches te r 
for its par t pet i t ioned the P r i v y C o u n c i l , pu t t ing forward the p l a g u e as a reason 
for its inabi l i ty to fit ou t a ship for the K i n g ' s fleet. 1 1 

A l t h o u g h the 37 burials registered at St . L e o n a r d s in 1631 is not a s tar t l ingly 
h igh f igure the clerk stated that the p l a g u e a r r ived in the J u l y of tha t y e a r and 
tha t by N o v e m b e r the par ish was ' c l ea re ' . M o r e o v e r , a tel l- tale g ra in shor tage 
w a s repor ted in F e b r u a r y 1631 . 1 2 M o r a n t also d r e w at tent ion to the ev idence of 
the St . M a r y s register. J 3 T h e J u l y burials are signif icantly numerous and another 
ma rg ina l c o m m e n t confirms that the v ic t ims died of the p l a g u e : 

'hi omnes peste correpti obierunt in aedibus illis iuxta caemiterium ad orientem 
sitis' 
(all these who were killed by the pestilence died in those houses situated in the 
east next to the cemetery). 

O n e such house be longed to the C o o k s . No fewer than f ive member s o f the family 
died du r ing the m o n t h o f J u l y . 

By contrast Josselin 's assertion that Co lches te r w a s visi ted wi th the p l a g u e in 
1644*4 is not substant ia ted by the St . L e o n a r d s register w h e r e f igures r ema in for 
this y e a r and , in fact, S h r e w s b u r y h a d misgivings abou t Josselin 's e v i d e n c e . ^ 

8 E. A. Wrigley, Population and History (1969), p. 66. 
9 Borough Records (B.R.), Assembly Book 1600-20, f. 38. 

1 0 Morant, op. cit., p. 52. 
" Acts of the Privy Council (A.P.G.), June-December 1626, pp. 316-17 , 267, 103-4. 
» P .R .O. SP 16/184/30. 
"3 Morant, op. cit., p. 53. 
«4 The Diary of the Rev. Ralph Josselin, 1616-83, e<^- E. Hockliffe (1908), p. 16. 
'S Shrewsbury, op. cit., p. 407. 
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Bills o f M o r t a l i t y M o r a n t 

P l a g u e N o n - p l a g u e P l a g u e N o n - p l a g u e 

7-14 S e p t e m b e r 1666 22 2 22 2 
14-21 S e p t e m b e r 15 3 16 2 . 
28 S e p t e m b e r to 5 O c t o b e r 8 1 7 2 

»« P .R.O. SP 29/185/159-61. 
•7 E .R .O. D / D R g 1/226, pp. 132-5. 
'8 B.M. , Stowe MSS. , 840, ff . 44-5. 
!9 Josselin, op. cit., pp. 148-56. 
3 0 Creighton, op. cit., p. 690, and Morant, op. cit., p. 70. 
3 1 A.P.G., June-December 1626, pp. 103-4. 
" E .R .O. D / A C A 45. 
23 See notes 18 and 16. 

T h e d o c u m e n t a r y ev idence for the p l a g u e of 1665-6 is a lmost d a u n t i n g in its 

ex tent . O r i g i n a l bills of mor ta l i ty h a v e surv ived for the final weeks of the o u t b r e a k 1 6 

and there are v e r y comprehens ive lists o f deaths in the G r a y M S S . , 1 ? S t o w e 

M S S . , 1 8 and i n R a l p h Josselin 's diary.*9 T h e list m a d e by M o r a n t w h i c h i s t o 

be found in the S t o w e M S S . g i v i n g w e e k l y totals o f deaths has been t ranscr ibed 

by C r e i g h t o n and a condensed vers ion w a s pr in ted by M o r a n t in his History of 

Colchester.20 In addi t ion , the Q u a r t e r sessions and B o r o u g h R e c o r d s con ta in m a n y 

entries conce rn ing the o rgan iza t i on of re l ief a n d these wi l l be e x a m i n e d be low. 

I t is v i r tua l ly impossible to assess statist ically the extent of p l a g u e mor ta l i ty 

before 1665-6. On the basis of pa roch ia l ev idence the p l a g u e of 1626 seems to 

h a v e been par t i cu la r ly severe. A v e r y h igh to ta l of burials a t St . Peters, toge ther 

w i t h the adminis t ra t ive ac t iv i ty w h i c h has been referred to a l ready , gives an 

ind ica t ion of the v i ru lence of this ep idemic . Indeed , in the P r i v y C o u n c i l ' s r ep ly 

da t ed 20 J u l y 1626 to Colches te r ' s pet i t ion of 1626, i t was stated that m o r e than 

20 houses w e r e a l ready in f ec t ed . 2 1 T h i s seems a l a rge n u m b e r at such an ear ly 

s tage o f the ou tbreak . T h e p l a g u e w a s so widespread that the A r c h d e a c o n r y 

C o u r t w h i c h w a s usual ly he ld a t St . Peters C h u r c h m o v e d to L e x d e n in S e p t e m b e r 

and d id not re turn to Co lches te r i tself unti l the beg inn ing of F e b r u a r y . 2 2 

T h e 70 burials a t St . L e o n a r d s in 1603 and the ent ry in the A s s e m b l y Book 

in N o v e m b e r of that y e a r suggests tha t this too w a s a severe ou tb reak and a l t hough 

there i s no conf i rmatory pa roch ia l ev idence , the ep idemic ( smal lpox or not) of 

1579 was p r o b a b l y equa l ly serious in v i e w of the provisions for e x a m i n i n g the d e a d 

m a d e a t tha t t ime. 

T h e o ther p robab l e p lagues of 1586, 1597, 1631 a n d 1644 w e r e less severe 

a l t hough this assertion is based s imply on a l a c k of ev idence and the o u t b r e a k 

of 1631 in par t i cu la r m a y p r o v e to h a v e been an equa l ly serious ep idemic . 

By contrast , the exac t n u m b e r o f p l a g u e deaths in the years 1665-6 m a y be 

es t imated w i t h some a c c u r a c y . M o r a n t speaks of a total of 5,259 deaths be tween 

14 A u g u s t 1665 and 14 D e c e m b e r 1666, compr i s ing 4,731 p l a g u e and 528 non-

p l a g u e deaths . T h e va l id i ty o f these figures m a y be checked agains t three bills o f 

mor ta l i ty to be found in the S ta te Papers . 2 3 T h e totals c o m p a r e in this w a y : 
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T h u s , a l t hough the ratios o f p l a g u e to non-p lague deaths show some discrepancies 
the overa l l totals are ident ica l . In addi t ion , the f igures for three weeks (2-9 F e b r u 
ary, 2-9 M a r c h and 19-26 O c t o b e r 1666) g i v e n by M o r a n t are ex ac t l y the same 
as those recorded by H e n r y M u d d i m a n wr i t ing from L o n d o n a t that t ime as he 
fo l lowed the course o f the p l a g u e in var ious parts o f the c o u n t r y . 2 4 T h u s M o r a n t ' s 
f igures seem par t i cu la r ly t rus twor thy. 

Ce r t a in ly they agree for the most par t w i th the three other totals of p l a g u e 
deaths w h i c h h a v e surv ived . An ent ry i n the A l l Saints Parish R e g i s t e r s states 
that 4,526 peop le d ied from the p l a g u e be tween 8 S e p t e m b e r 1665 and 21 D e c e m 
ber 1666. F i v e hundred and e ight deaths from other causes we re also noted , 
m a k i n g up a total of 5,034. A v e r y comprehens ive , par ish by parish, list of m o n t h l y 
deaths i s to be found in the G r a y M S S . 2 6 T h e deaths are recorded from 29 S e p 
t ember 1665 to the beg inn ing of D e c e m b e r 1666. T h e f igure here is s l ight ly 
l o w e r — a total of 4,559 m a d e up of 4,145 p l a g u e and 414 non -p l ague deaths . 
F ina l ly , R a l p h Josselin listed in his d i a ry the g r i m w e e k l y totals of deaths in 
Colches ter . 2 7 N o t surpris ingly, there is lit t le a t t empt a t statistical a c c u r a c y and , 
a l t hough the f igures agree in genera l terms w i t h the o ther sources, i t i s not a l w a y s 
c lear w h e t h e r the totals refer to deaths from p l a g u e or s imply , al l deaths . S o m e 
4,743 deaths are noted b e t w e e n 12 S e p t e m b e r 1665 and 2 D e c e m b e r 1666, of 
w h i c h 21 are expl ic i t ly stated to be non -p l ague deaths . In addi t ion , Josselin g ives 
no figures for six separate weeks . 

Despi te the var ious qual i f icat ions w h i c h mus t necessari ly be m a d e the var ious 
sources seem to agree that the p l a g u e c l a i m e d a b o u t 4,500 vic t ims du r ing the t w o 
b lack summers o f 1665 and 1666 a n d tha t a total o f some 5,000 Colches te r towns
folk died in the short space of s ixteen months . 

I t m a y be of interest a t this poin t to briefly g l a n c e a t the ev idence par ish 
registers y ie ld as to the i m p a c t of a p l a g u e ou tb reak by cons ider ing the ep idemics 
of 1603 and 1626. Seven ty burials are recorded in St . L e o n a r d s for the y e a r 1603. 
E x a c t l y h a l f we re descr ibed as ' ch i ld ren o f . . . ' a n d there w e r e 28 males a n d 42 
females afflicted wi th the disease. T h i s is in m a r k e d contras t to the f indings of the 
Hol l ingswor ths w h o h a v e recent ly s tudied the 1603 P l a g u e in a L o n d o n p a r i s h . 2 8 

But a l t hough demographe r s concen t ra te u p o n the age a n d sex-ratios o f p l a g u e 
v ic t ims (this i s possible on ly by the t ime-consuming m e t h o d of fami ly reconst i tu-
tion) local historians are more conce rned w i t h less abs t rac t aspects of the p l a g u e . 
Fo r example , a l t hough 66 deaths occur red after 14 J u n e 1626 (when the p l a g u e 
is stated in the register to h a v e c o m e to S t . Peters) on ly 35 families w e r e afflicted. 
S o m e households we re t ruly r a v a g e d by the ep idemic . J o h n S t o r m a n and six 
of his ch i ld ren died du r ing the ou tb reak a n d six member s of the Pr ior fami ly 
(John, his wife a n d four chi ldren) al l d ied b e t w e e n 26 J u n e a n d 1 o J u l y . S o m e 
times facts speak for themselves . 

=4 p .R .O . SP 29/148/38, 29/151/23, 29/177/6. 
JS The registers are kept at St. James' church. 
5 6 See note 17. 
1 1 See note 19. 
•% Mary Hollingsworth and T. H. Hollingsworth, 'Plague Mortality Rates by Age and Size in the 

Paris') of St. Botolphs Without, Bishopsgate, London 1603', Population Studies, 25, 1 (1971), pp. 131-46. 
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A p a r t from the p r o b l e m of the exac t ex ten t of p l a g u e mor ta l i ty , i t i s o f e q u a l 
impor t ance to e x a m i n e h o w the authori t ies a t t empted to dea l w i t h these crises. 
O n l y f ragmenta ry ev idence of adminis t ra t ive ac t iv i ty survives for the p lagues 
before 1665. On 20 D e c e m b e r 1578 the Just ices of the P e a c e d i rec ted the Bailiffs 
of Colches te r to o rgan ize the select ion of re l iable persons to ascer ta in the causes 
of deaths du r ing the ep idemics . On the 25th the Bailiffs wro te to the S a r g e a n t 
of the East W a r d g i v i n g the same instructions for the select ion of these m e n a n d 
ca l l ing a mee t ing of all conce rned on the 29th of the same m o n t h . T h u s an 
appa ren t ly efficient response w a s m a d e by the town ' s officials to the init ial d i rec
tions from the J .P.s . T h e system w h i c h w a s thus inst igated m a y be seen in a note, 
to w h i c h reference has been a l ready , for St . L e o n a r d s da ted 15 A u g u s t 1579, 
w h i c h states that no one h a d d ied in that par ish since the bill of mor ta l i ty was 
last comple t ed bu t that four were still s i ck . 2 9 

T h e f i rs t men t ion of o rgan ized rel ief i s to be found in an entry in the A s s e m b l y 
Book da ted 28 N o v e m b e r 1603.30 I t r eads : 

At this assembly it is ordered that the double collection for relief of the 
infected sick people shall be from henceforth continued until Christmas D a y 
next. A n d if that double collection will not extend to the satisfaction of the 
charges of the said infected that then the money of the towns paid in by Robert 
Baker of Bromley received by Mr . Alderman W a d e shall be disbursed to the 
answering of the said charge. 

(Spelling modernized as in all further transcriptions of original MSS. ) 

A l t h o u g h i t i s of interest to h a v e details of the o rgan iza t ion of such rel ief 
the m e m o r a n d u m poses some p rob lems . W h a t i s the ' doub le co l lec t ion ' to w h i c h 
i t refers ? I t m a y be some form of chu rch col lec t ion m a d e on fast days as took 
p lace du r ing the 1665-6 p l a g u e bu t i t is impossible to substant ia te this. A g a i n , the 
' m o n e y of the towns ' is by no means expl ic i t . I t is possible that this was s imilar 
to the l evy that w a s m a d e in 1665 on vi l lages wi th in a f ive-mile radius of C o l 
chester. T h u s the entry gives on ly a pe rp l ex ing i f t an ta l i z ing g l impse into the 
system e m p l o y e d in mi t iga t ing the effects of the p l a g u e . 

E v e n before the adven t of the p l a g u e in 1626 the t o w n was t ak ing str ingent 
precaut ions against any possible infection. T h i s is ev iden t from a letter to the 
bailiffs from J o h n N o r m a n , a N o r w i c h trader , d a t e d 25 A u g u s t 1625. 3 1 He 
assured them that his house was not infected by the p l a g u e w h i c h w a s then 
p reva len t a t N o r w i c h and asked tha t his e m b a r g o e d goods sent by h i m to C o l 
chester m i g h t be released. His letter ends in the fo l lowing w a y : 

A n d this much I assure your worships, that if my house had been infected, 
I would not for the gain of any goods whatsoever in the world, sent any com
modities whereby I might endanger others. T h e Lord knoweth my heart, I 
make a conscience of my ways. A n d further there is such a course taken by Mr . 
Mayor , his worship, that those houses that are infected, their doors are shut 
up and a watch continually kept that they go not out. Thus making bold to 
write the truth herein I commit your worships to God 's protection. 

J9 For these three documents see note 6. 
3° See note 9. 
3 ' E .R .O. Morant MSS. , D / Y 2 , Vol . X L V I I , p . 365. 
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I t is difficult to say w h e t h e r the h u m b l e tone of the let ter is ev idence of a 

merchan t ' s ava r i ce or o f the p reva i l i ng heart-felt conce rn over the threat o f the 

p l ague . N o r m a n also referred to a cert if icate s igned by the M a y o r of N o r w i c h 

w h i c h stated that his house was c lea r o f the p l ague . T h i s , too , has surv ived ; 3 J 

the fact that such a cert if icate was d e e m e d necessary m a y be taken as an ind ica t ion 

o f h o w seriously t o w n officials dea l t w i t h a n y t h i n g to do w i t h the p l ague , o r aga in 

i t m a y s imply be further p r o o f of the desire to ensure that no th ing stood in the 

w a y o f t rade . 

Despi te these and , no doub t , o ther s imilar precaut ions , the p l a g u e r e a c h e d 

Colches te r in the fo l lowing summer . S o m e form of re l ief for those afflicted w a s 

o rgan ized as i t h a d been in 1603. T h i s is appa ren t f rom a P r i v y C o u n c i l order 

conce rn ing Colches te r ' s ob l iga t ion to fit ou t a ship of 200 tons for the roya l fleet.33 

T h e t o w n h a d pu t fo rward ' the d e c a y o f t rade and the c h a r g e o f re l i ev ing their 

poor by reason of the p l a g u e ' as reasons for its inabi l i ty to o b e y the C o u n c i l ' s 

instructions (the t o w n w a s in fact re l ieved of h a l f the c h a r g e , the rest be ing 

lev ied on the c o u n t y ) . T h e P r i v y C o u n c i l for its par t a t t empted to con ta in the 

disease a t Co lches te r by ins t ruct ing J .P.s to ensure tha t on ly townspeop le w i t h 

certificates w e r e a l l owed to go to fairs or markets , in pa r t i cu la r the Bra in t ree 

fair.34 In addi t ion , they s topped further prisoners be ing t aken to Co lches te r G a o l 

w h e r e ' sundry of the prisoners there are la te ly d e a d of that con tag ious disease ' 

(i.e. p lague) .35 T h u s there i s c lear ev idence that bo th the cent ra l and the p rov inc ia l 

authori t ies were fully a w a r e o f the p rac t i ca l p rob lems posed by the o u t b r e a k a n d 

they ac ted in a seemingly efficient w a y to t ry to cu rb the v i ru lence of the ep idemic . 

Unfor tuna te ly , ve ry few of the documen t s shed a n y l ight on the p l igh t o f the 

townspeop le themselves . T h e l e t t e r 3 6 w h i c h fol lows shows h o w the ar r iva l o f a 

fami ly from p lague - r idden Colches te r affected the vi l lagers of Pols tead in Suffolk; 

it seems to deserve a full t ranscr ip t ion : 

To the right worshipful the Bailiffs of the town 
of Colchester bis Majesty's Lieutenants there. 

We the inhabitants of the parish of Polstead do earnestly crave your favour in 
the behalf of John Jernais a poor man of our town whom John Bennet of your 
town of Colchester hath most unjustly and maliciously cast into prison the case 
standing thus between them. In the time of God's heavy visitation the last 
summer upon your town John Bennet a wretched fellow not having the fear of 
God before his eyes and being maliciously bent against our town did purposely 
send one Wil l iam Hare with his wife and children to a little base cottage of his 
which stood empty in our parish next to the King ' s highway, this Wil l iam Hare 
dwelling in the most dangerous street in your town where the infection was round 
about him nay within the very roof under which he dwelt, and himself having 
the infection upon him for within six days after his coming he died of it. Whereby 
it pleased God that the infection did spread itself so dangerously in the street 
next adjoining, that within a very short time there died ten of the plague. N o w 
in regard the cottage whither these persons infected came was a very unwholesome 

3» Ibid., V o l . X L I V , p. 71 . 
33 A.P .C . , June-December 1626, pp. 103-4. 
34 Ibid., p. 267. 
35 Ibid., pp. 316-17. 
3« E .R .O. Morant MSS. , D / Y 2, Vol . X L V I , p . 97. 
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room being unrepaired and uninhabited long before and standing just upon 
the King ' s h ighway dangerously for passengers, we the inhabitants of the town 
did direct the wife of the said Hare and likewise the wife of this John Jernais 
w h o m we did send into these persons infected to be a helper and a keeper of 
them in the time of sickness, we directed these women for their own safety and 
for the better clearing of the room with fresh air to pull down all the windows 
and to thrust off some of the tiles off the roof of the chamber which was made 
very noisome by the sickness of Hare. N o w because the wife of John Jernais 
being then the keeper of these persons infected did this by our appointment, this 
lewd fellow John Bennet hath arrested this poor man merely out of a malicious 
mind to the great hindrance of the said Jernais. We therefore whose names are 
underwritten do earnestly entreat you to commiserate the case of this your 
prisoner and show him what favour may be and so commit your worships to the 
blessing of God in Christ and rest always. 
Polstead Y o u r worships' assured loving friends 
This 22nd of October 1626 James Bromell 

Minister 
(The other names are apparently lost.) 

T h e p l ague of 1665-6 posed a l toge ther bewi lde r ing p rob lems for the town ' s 
officials. I t is possible tha t no o ther p rov inc ia l t o w n faced such a v i ru lent ou tb reak 
in p ropor t ion to its size. T h e y w e r e t ak ing ac t ive steps to cope w i t h the ep idemic 
by A u g u s t 1665 w h e n a c c o r d i n g to an ent ry in the O a t h Book da ted 16 A u g u s t 
the Bearers w e r e pa id 10s. a w e e k wi th an add i t iona l 2s. for every corpse buried.37 
T h e r igid p recau t iona ry measures in force a t this t ime are reflected in the Bearers ' 
and Searchers ' O a t h s w h i c h are also to be found in the O a t h Book . 3 8 T h e m e n 
were isolated ent irely from the c o m m u n i t y even from their o w n families a n d they 
were to ca r ry a wh i t e w a n d as a means of ident if icat ion. T h e Bearers also swore 
to ca r ry the corpses ' to the g r o u n d ' w h i c h has been t radi t ional ly identif ied w i t h 
the ' M o u n t ' close to the M e r s e a R o a d w h i c h appears on a n u m b e r o f maps o f 
Colches te r , i nc lud ing M o n s o n ' s of 1848. T h e pesthouses pose a p r o b l e m . I t is 
c lear from the C h a m b e r l a i n ' s A c c o u n t s of 166539 that there w e r e a t least t w o of 
them, one in St . M a r y s parish, the o ther a t M i l e E n d . B u t a t the foot o f the 
parish lists o f p l a g u e deaths recorded in the G r a y M S S . the deaths a t on ly one 
pesthouse are recorded . W h e t h e r this means that on ly one pesthouse w a s used 
(which seems improbab le ) or tha t the deaths a t bo th houses w e r e inc luded to
ge ther is not c lear . 

T h e A s s e m b l y B o o k a t this t ime is a lmost ent i re ly devo ted to the receipt a n d 
dis tr ibut ion of r e l i e f . 4 0 I t is possible to establish a ch rono log ica l pa t te rn of h o w 
rel ief was o rgan ized . 

1 . T h e f i rs t rel ief seems to h a v e c o m e from collect ions in Colches te r churches 
on fast days au thor ized by the Bishop of L o n d o n . B e t w e e n 9 O c t o b e r a n d 13 D e c e m 
ber 1665, this source rea l ized over £71. 

2. W h e n i t was obvious tha t c h u r c h col lect ions w o u l d be insufficient the 
J .P.s lev ied a t a x on vi l lages wi th in f ive miles of Colches te r . Lists s h o w i n g the 

37 The Oath Book of Colchester (transcribed by W. Gurney Benham), p. 258. 
3 8 Ibid., p . 257. 
39 B.R., Chamberlain's Accounts, 1664-5. 
4° B.R.. Assembly Book, 1646-66, ff. 315-46. 
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assessment o f v i l lages in the L e x d e n , T e n d r i n g and Wins t ree H u n d r e d s h a v e 

s u r v i v e d . 4 1 T h e vi l lages w e r e ra ted a t £108 a m o n t h for N o v e m b e r and D e c e m b e r 

1665 and a total of £217 4s. w a s raised. 

3. T h i s too p r o v e d i nadequa t e a n d ear ly in 1666 the J .P.s ordered tha t £250 

a m o n t h for the three months be lev ied on the H u n d r e d s of L e x d e n , D u n m o w a n d 

H i n c k f o r d . 4 2 In add i t ion £121 w a s rece ived from the H u n d r e d s o f C l a v e r i n g , 

Utt lesford, O n g a r and W i t h a m in J u l y 1666. 

4 . T h e n in M a y 1666 w e e k l y col lect ions w e r e m a d e in L o n d o n churches by 

order of the K i n g and these amassed £1,307 105. 

5 . T h r o u g h o u t the ou tb reak donat ions h a d been rece ived from pr iva te 

ind iv iduals , f rom other towns and from dioceses and these a m o u n t e d to some £270. 

In this w a y Colches te r rece ived the h u g e sum of ove r £2,700. T h e v e r y fact 

that i t i s possible to est imate the exac t sum of re l ief m o n e y w h i c h Co lches te r 

rece ived is perhaps tes t imony to the d i l igence w i t h w h i c h the corpora t ion 

a t t empted to a l levia te the suffering. Par ish lists w e r e regu la r ly c o m p i l e d for the 

dis t r ibut ion of even the smallest sums rece ived and persons w e r e n a m e d to 

o rgan ize rel ief in the parishes. Ind iv idua l s w h o w e r e to rece ive re l ief w e r e also 

recorded together w i t h disbursements for the var ious tasks w h i c h h a d to be per

formed. In M a y 1666, H a l l o w a y of St . Gi les was pa id for m a k i n g the crosses on 

the doors of infected houses and paymen t s w e r e m a d e a t the same t ime for bedd ing . 

Fur ther ev idence of the d a y - t o - d a y adminis t ra t ion i s afforded by the C h a m b e r 

la in 's A c c o u n t s for Chr i s tmas 1665. A p a r t from disbursements for the p a y m e n t of 

Searchers and Bearers substant ia l p a y m e n t s are recorded to masons and carpenters 

and glaziers for the b u i l d i n g of n e w pesthouses in St . M a r y s par ish and a t M i l e 

E n d . Beds and blankets w e r e b o u g h t for the pesthouses and a S a m u e l Y o u n g e r 

w a s e m p l o y e d to kill dogs and cats to p reven t the spread of infect ion. I t also 

appears from the p a y m e n t of 12s. 6d. to the M a y o r for four p roc l ama t ions and the 

search ing of corpses that the townsfolk w e r e kep t informed of p l a g u e regula t ions 

by pub l i c p roc l ama t ion . 

T h e C o u n t y records g ive an ind ica t ion o f h o w conscient iously the J .P.s 

adminis te red the rel ief o f Colches te r . Af te r o rder ing the l evy o f £250 a m o n t h 

they ensured that the t ax w a s s t r ingent ly app l ied and they s u m m o n e d before t hem 

those w h o refused to con t r ibu te .43 T h e y also had to m a k e a l te rna t ive a r r angemen t s 

for prisoners w h o w o u l d no rma l ly h a v e g o n e to the Cas t l e G a o l a t C o l c h e s t e r — 

they sent one P e b m a r s h l aboure r b a c k to Che lmsford G a o l — a n d they w e r e 

pet i t ioned by a w o m a n anxious a b o u t the safety of her husband kep t a t Co lches te r 

G a o l a w a i t i n g t r ia l .44 T h e i r v ig i l ance d id not cease wi th the depa r tu re o f the 

4 ' E .R .O. Q./SR 407/66-7. 
*' E .R .O. QJSBa 105. Here it is stated that the money was to be raised in all the Hundreds but this 

is contradicted by the Assembly Book which lists the following contributions to be made: 
Lexden £92 
Dunmow £So 
Hinckford £78 

£250 per month 

43 E .R .O. Q./SR 410/22, 412/47, 415/59. 

44 E .R .O. Q./SR 409/61, QJSBa 2/104. 
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1660 £83 
1661 £86 
1662 £ll 
1663 £94 
1664 £91 
1665 £92 
1666 £31 
1667 £61 
1668 
1669 £ " 5 
1670 

T h u s there was not on ly an i m m e d i a t e r ecovery of p roduc t ion after the p l a g u e bu t 

a subsequent expans ion too. I t m a y be fruitful at this s tage to g l a n c e briefly at the 

o ther grea t crisis w h i c h Colches ter ' s e c o n o m y faced some seventeen years ear l ier— 

the siege of 1648. T h e s e are the re levan t totals of 'Engl i sh Fines ' , aga in to the 

nearest p o u n d . 4 8 

1645 £53 
1646 £42 
1647 £38 
1648 £36 
1649 £67 
1650 £72 

O n c e more a rap id r ecovery and expans ion i s ev ident . H o w was Colches te r ab le to 

o v e r c o m e bo th these crises w i t h such appa ren t v i g o u r ? Papers in the S t o w e M S S . 

col lec t ion show jus t h o w concerned the corpora t ion w a s to he lp those w h o h a d 

suffered hardship du r ing the siege.49 T h e £2,000 remi t ted b y Fa i r f ax was careful ly 

dis t r ibuted. As in the p l a g u e some years later , l o n g lists o f ind iv iduals w h o w e r e 

to rece ive rel ief w e r e compi l ed . T h e interests o f the c lo th indust ry w e r e a l w a y s 

45 E .R .O. Q./CP 3, p. 402. 
4 6 B.R., Assembly Book, 1646-66, f. 356. 
47 K. H. Burley, Economic Development of Essex in the later iyth and early 18th Centuries, thesis (1957), 

at E .R.O. , pp. 148-9. 
4* My own figures taken from the Assembly Book. 
49 B.M. , Stowe MSS. , 842, ff. 39 et seq. 

plague . T h e y w e r e not satisfied w i t h the dis t r ibut ion of the rel ief m o n e y ' there 

be ing a surplusage left undisposed of, w h i c h o u g h t to be repa id to the coun ty ' . 45 

Bu t this is a s t range cha rge in v i e w of the efficiency w h i c h seems to p e r m e a t e the 

order ly accounts r ecorded in the A s s e m b l y Book4 6 . In fact an ent ry unde r 30 A p r i l 

1667 specifically states that there w a s on ly £81 of the rel ief m o n e y left in the hands 

of the officials. W h a t the o u t c o m e was of this myst i fy ing c o m p l a i n t i s not appa ren t . 

A n y cons idera t ion of the economic effects o f the f ina l p l a g u e of 1665-6 mus t 

concent ra te u p o n the d o m i n a n t indust ry o f Co lches te r a t this t ime—the b a y and 

say t rade . In the op in ion o f K . H . B u r l e y the 'Eng l i sh Fines ' col lec ted a t the 

D u t c h B a y H a l l i n D e c e m b e r each y e a r p rov ide a n a p p r o x i m a t e i ndex o f p ro 

duct ion .47 T h e fo l lowing f igures are the amoun t s (to the nearest pound) co l lec ted 

before and after the p l a g u e : 
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to the fore in the dis t r ibut ion of relief. £2 6s. w a s p a i d 'for a l o o m by M r . M a y o r ' s 

order burn t at M i l e E n d ' and a M r . R e a d e w a s p a i d £1 'for a l o o m for a poor m a n ' . 

T h e paral le ls are s t r ikingly obv ious . T h e r e m a r k a b l e recoveries m a d e after the 

siege and the p l a g u e m a y be a t least pa r t ly ascr ibed to the v ig i l ance of an ac t ive 

and e c o n o m i c a l l y - m i n d e d corpora t ion . 

T h e r ecove ry from the p l a g u e appears even more r e m a r k a b l e w h e n i t i s 

considered tha t i t w o u l d be the c r o w d e d indust r ia l ized areas w h i c h suffered the 

heavies t mor ta l i ty . T h e wea l th ie r townspeop le such as N icho la s Corsellis5° were , 

by contrast , ab le to l eave Colches te r . Unfor tuna te ly , no accura te p re -p l ague 

popu la t ion f igures exist for Co lches te r parishes w i t h w h i c h to d iscover w h i c h 

parishes suffered p ropor t iona l ly more deaths than others. A p a r t f rom men t ion ing 

that the four ou t ly ing pa r i shes—Berechurch , Greens tead , L e x d e n and M i l e E n d — 

not surpris ingly rece ived little or no re l ief a c c o r d i n g to the parish lists in the 

A s s e m b l y B o o k and tha t the industr ia l parishes of St . Gi les , St . Peters a n d 

St . Boto lphs a lways f igured p rominen t ly in the re l ief disbursements , li t t le more 

c a n be d e d u c e d . 

T h e effect the p l a g u e had u p o n the town ' s adminis t ra t ion has been touched 

upon a l ready . Despi te the cha rge tha t not all the rel ief m o n e y w a s dis t r ibuted, the 

officials seem to h a v e c o p e d r e m a r k a b l y we l l . I t even p r o v e d possible to o rgan ize 

a parish by par ish col lec t ion for the poor of L o n d o n in O c t o b e r 1666 w h i c h 

raised £103 8.r. 

W h a t par t d id the p l a g u e p l a y in the d e m o g r a p h i c g r o w t h o f C o l c h e s t e r ? 

C e r t a i n l y there c a n be little d a n g e r o f ove r - exagge ra t i ng the i m m e d i a t e effects. 

T h e f i g u r e s for the H e a r t h T a x (g iven i n T a b l e I I w i t h p l ague -dea th totals) show 

large numbers o f e m p t y houses a n d of those e x e m p t from p a y m e n t even before 

the second ou tb reak of the ep idemic du r ing the summer . I t i s t rue that some of the 

emp ty houses m a y h a v e be longed to those w h o left the t o w n bu t m a n y households 

were u n d o u b t e d l y r a v a g e d by the disease. T h e 935 households recorded suggests 

a popu la t ion o f jus t ove r 4,000 i f a mul t ip l ie r o f 4 - 4 is e m p l o y e d . 5 J S ince the figures 

do not take into a c c o u n t the recrudescence of the p l a g u e ( invo lv ing a t least h a l f 

the 4,500 p l a g u e deaths) a total of 4,000 inhabi tants is too l o w to be c red ib le in 

v i e w o f a p r o b a b l e p re -p l ague popu la t i on o f at least 9,000. B u t it w o u l d h a v e been 

r emarkab le indeed i f a comprehens ive assessment cou ld h a v e been m a d e a t such 

a t ime. W h a t e v e r the exac t popu la t ion of Co lches te r m a y h a v e been a t the end 

of 1666 i t remains ev ident tha t a rap id r ecove ry took p l ace in the fo l lowing years 

for the popu la t ion was p r o b a b l y as h igh as 9,000 in the ear ly 1670s. E . A . W r i g l e y 

has suggested tha t the na tu ra l g r o w t h of a c o m m u n i t y wi l l increase r ap id ly in 

response to the sudden i m p a c t of an ep idemic .53 ( W h e t h e r this occur red in 

Colches te r c a n on ly be ascer ta ined by a pa ins tak ing s tudy of the par ish registers.) 

In addi t ion , i t is p robab l e tha t a large-scale immig ra t i on into Colches te r took 

5° L. C. Sier, 'Experiences in the Great Fire of London, 1666', Essex Review, Vol . LI (1942), p. 134. 
5« B.R., Assembly Book, 1646-66, f. 356. 
5* For this and other points in this paragraph see my 'Population Growth and Movement in Colchester 

and the Tendring Hundred, 1500-1800', Essex Journal, Vo l . 7, pp. 31-6. 
53 E. A. Wrigley, op. cit., p. 115. 



T H E P L A G U E I N C O L C H E S T E R , I 5 7 9 - 1 6 6 6 145 

T A B L E I I 

Hearth Tax , March 1666 1 Gray M S S . plague deaths 1 

Taxed Exempt Empty houses Plague Non-plague 

All Saints 26 32 ' 4 76 8 
St. Botolphs 57 5° 32 502 47 
St. Giles 32 68 20 581 47 
Holy Trinity 16 >7 9 124 19 
St. James 45 42 17 493 37 
St. Leonards 32 46 27 265 17 
St. Martins 25 ' 5 8 300 19 
St. Marys 34 54 27 364 49 
Mary Magdalen 7 5 5 183 24 
St. Nicholas 38 28 19 264 45 
St. Peters 66 67 49 691 81 
St. Runwalds 17 20 19 64 5 
Berechurch 5 7 4 1 0 
Greenstead 8 !5 7 85 5 
Lexden 11 28 16 82 8 
Mile End 3 •9 6 47 3 
Pest House 

•9 
23 0 

422 513 279 4 .H5 414 

935 households 4.559 deaths 

1 P .R .O . E.i 79/246/20. 
» E .R .O . D / D R g 1/226, pp. 132-5. 

place which was part cause and part result of the continued growth of the cloth 
trade until the end of the century. 

The plague therefore played an important and recurring role in the history 
of Tudor and Stuart Colchester. The effect that it had on the everyday life of the 
town was profound; the generalizations of the historian cannot and should not 
hide the harsh realities of death and suffering. At least half the town's population 
died during the two tragic years of 1665 and 1666. Yet , in the long term, the 
vigilance of the local officials and the resilience of the cloth industry ensured that 
the plague did not prevent Colchester from continuing to grow in numbers and 
in economic strength until the end of the 17th century. 


