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How much did public health change, 1500–1750? 

was as terrible as the 1665 epidemic. In the spring of that year, people in the poor 
and crowded parish of St Giles were the first to die of the disease. Through the hot, 
dry summer of 1665 the plague raged. By September, more than 1000 people a day 
were dying. Historians think that between 70,000 and 100,000 Londoners died in 
the Great Plague of 1665. 

The Enquiry
The Great Plague of 1665 which caused so many deaths in London continued to kill 
people in towns and villages throughout the years 1666 and 1667. After that date, plague 
never returned to England. This was an important turning point, but it was just one part 
of the story of people’s health in the years between 1500 and 1750. In the early modern 
period, there were some signi�cant changes in people’s health, but also many continuities. 
Your challenge in this enquiry is to make a judgement about exactly how much the 
people’s health changed in the period 1500–1750. You will focus on three important 
issues:

1. How changes in people’s living conditions in the period 1500–1750 affected their 
health. 

2. Whether people’s responses to plague in the period 1500–1750 were very different 
from their responses in the Middle Ages.

3. How far the authorities in the early modern period made improvements to public 
health.

Before you consider these questions it will be useful to find out about the bigger changes 
and continuities in early modern England, and to think about how these might have 
affected the people’s health ... 

More of the same?
How much did public health change,  
1500–1750?
The picture below was made in 1616 by Claes Visscher, an engraver from 
Amsterdam. It provides a fascinating panorama of London in the early 
seventeenth century. On the River Thames, watermen in rowing boats take people 
from one part of the city to another. Sailing ships bring goods to London from 
different parts of Britain, Europe and the wider world. London Bridge, the only 
bridge across the river, is packed with houses and shops. If you look carefully, 
you will find the heads of criminals displayed on pikes above the entrance to the 
bridge. On the north side of the river you can see St Paul’s Cathedral and a host of 
towers and spires rising from London’s many parish churches. On the south bank 
of the river there are the theatres, alehouses and brothels where Londoners go for 
their entertainment. There are also two sunken pits where they watch dogs attack 
bulls and bears. 

In the period 1500–1750, London grew into the largest and busiest city in 
Europe. In 1550, the population of London was around 120,000. By 1650, there 
were 375,000 people living in the city. London had become a magnificent centre of 
government, trade, manufacturing, education and entertainment. But, in the year 
1665, the people of London suffered a devastating blow: plague returned. There had 
been many outbreaks of plague in London since the Black Death of 1348, but none 

2
Enquiries that engage 
readers with the content 
in each section
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How much did public health change, 1500–1750? 

3. This is a picture of the steam engine which Thomas 
Newcomen invented in 1712. Hundreds of Newcomen 
engines were in use by 1750, mainly to pump water out 
of mines. In the seventeenth century, coal was used for 
brewing, salt-boiling and glass-making, and also as fuel by 
poor labourers. Coal mines in the north east of England 
began to produce more coal which was shipped to 
London and other towns for people to burn on their 
fires. In other parts of the country, tin, lead and 
iron-ore mines also increased their production after 
1600. An iron industry grew in the Midlands and South 
Yorkshire where people working in small workshops 
made cooking pots, nails, knives and other iron goods. 
These were big changes, but remember that early 
modern England was still a pre-industrial country. The 
age of factories and of mass industrialisation would not 
arrive until 1750–1900. 

4. This painting shows Bristol quay around 1720. By the early 
eighteenth century, Bristol had become an important 
trading port and the town had more than doubled in size 
since 1600. The period from 1600 to 1750 saw a 
transformation in trade with the wider world. In the 
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries England established 
colonies in North America and developed a transatlantic 
trade in slaves, metal goods, sugar and tobacco. In 1608 
the East India Company sent its first ship to India and 
began to trade in cotton, silk, spices and dyes. By 1750, 
the East India Company had even begun to control parts 
of India. Britain was becoming the centre of world trade. 
Ports like Bristol, Liverpool and London grew in size and 
their merchants became very wealthy. 

5. This map shows the city of Bath in 1694. In 1650 Bath’s 
population of just over 1,000 was tiny. By 1700, the 
number of people in Bath had doubled and the city had 
begun to burst out of its old medieval walls. In the early 
modern period, towns grew quickly as more and more 
people moved from the countryside to seek work in the 
urban centres. These people often clustered in 
overcrowded suburbs outside the city walls. In early 
modern England, urban life became a more common 
experience. By 1750, about a fifth of the population lived 
in towns. But remember that this was a relatively minor 
change compared to the age of mass urbanisation which 
occurred in the period 1750–1900. In the early modern 
period, towns apart from London continued to be quite 
small and most people still lived in villages.

■■Britain 1500–1750: an overview 

Record
The pictures and text on the next four pages will help to build your knowledge of some 
important features of the early modern period. Use the images and information to create 
a mind map which gives a clear and organised overview of the period 1500–1750: 

1. Include big headings for different features, for example Farming, Industry, Trade ... 
2. Use two different colours to summarise the main changes and continuities linked to 

your big headings. For example, a change might be:

3. Use a third colour to annotate your mind map with suggestions about how you 
think these changes and continuities might have had an impact on people’s health, for 
example:

Use a third colour to annotate your mind map with suggestions about how you 

There was a big increase in trade with the wider world. New products such 
as sugar and tobacco were imported.

Smoking tobacco would mean an increase in lung disease. 

1. This painting from around 1715 shows men and women 
harvesting hay at Dixton in Gloucestershire. In the period 
1500–1750 most people continued to live and work in the 
countryside. In 1750 eight out of ten people still earned a 
living by farming. As you can see, farming continued to be 
done by hand and many people were needed to work in 
the fields at harvest time. If bad weather ruined the 
harvest there was a shortage of bread and people went 
hungry. By the eighteenth century, however, hardly anyone 
died of starvation as they had done in previous centuries. 
The population of England doubled from around 3 million 
in 1550 to nearly 6 million in 1750, but improvements in 
agriculture meant that by the 1700s there was just enough 
food for this growing population, even in bad years.

2. In the early modern period, most people wore 
woollen clothes, just as they had done in the Middle 
Ages. This woodcut from the early seventeenth 
century shows a woman using a spinning wheel to 
make yarn from wool. The making of woollen cloth 
was still England’s main industry and many people 
continued to work in their own homes, spinning 
yarn on wheels and weaving woollen cloth on 
handlooms. By the late-sixteenth century, the 
woollen cloth industry was concentrated in three 
areas: East Anglia, the West Country and West 
Yorkshire. In the seventeenth century, the textile 
industry was given a boost by migrants to England 
who brought new skills in the weaving of silk, linen 
and cotton. 

Each bullet point of the 
speci�cation gets 4 or 6 
pages
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How much did public health change, 1500–1750? 

9. This picture from the 1500s shows Elizabeth I 
and her parliament. Between 1500 and 1750, 
monarchs continued to play an important role 
in government, although parliament was much 
more powerful than it had been in the Middle 
Ages. The number of MPs increased, but this 
made little difference to ordinary people. In 
the early eighteenth century only 3% of adults 
could vote in elections. 

10 This painting from 1670 shows Sir Henry 
Tichborne handing out bread to the poor 
people on his manor in Hampshire. Large 
landowners like Sir Henry Tichborne played 
an important part in running their county, just 
as they had done in the Middle Ages. In each 
county, men from landowning families became 
Justices of the Peace, enforcing the law and 
acting as administrators. This was an 
important continuity, but in the early modern 
period new elite groups such as merchants, 
lawyers and doctors emerged whose wealth 
did not depend on land. In towns, it was 
wealthy merchants who controlled the 
councils through their roles as mayors and 
aldermen.

11. This is Mother Louse, an Oxfordshire alehouse-keeper from 
the 1650s. You can see her shabby alehouse in the 
background. The ‘common people’ of early modern England 
included a wide range of occupations: yeoman (richer 
farmers), husbandmen (poorer farmers), tradesmen, 
craftsmen and poor labourers. These people, like the 
peasants and craftsmen of medieval times, drank a lot of ale 
and beer. In the period 1500–1750 the number of alehouses 
in villages and towns grew rapidly and they became important 
meeting places. The common people went to the alehouse to 
drink, eat, dance, gamble and flirt. From the 1570s they could 
also enjoy a pipe of tobacco, unaware of what it was doing to 
their lungs.

6. These are the ruins of Glastonbury Abbey in Somerset, the 
largest of over 500 monasteries in England at the end of 
the Middle Ages. Between 1536 and 1540, Henry VIII and 
his chief minister, Thomas Cromwell, closed Glastonbury 
and all the other monasteries in England. They confiscated 
the treasures of the monasteries and sold their property 
to local landowners. The dissolution of the monasteries 
was part of a wider Reformation of the Church in Europe. 
Protestants objected to the power of the Church. They 
argued that priests and bishops had become corrupt and 
that only by reading the Bible could people find true faith. 
In England, during the reign of Elizabeth I (1558–1603), a 
protestant Church of England was established. Extreme 
Protestants, known as Puritans, grew in number. 

7. People in the early modern period began to search for a scientific way of understanding the world. In the seventeenth 
century, scientists made a number of important discoveries that became known as ‘the scientific 

revolution’. One of these scientists, Robert Hooke, invented a powerful 
microscope and was amazed to discover that plants were 
made up of small sections which he called ‘cells’. In 1665, 
Hooke’s book Micrographia was published. It contained a 
collection of images seen through his microscope, including 
this picture of a magnified flea. In 1683, a Dutchman called 
van Leeuwenhoek saw something even more amazing 
through his own microscope – tiny organisms which we 
now call germs. This was an important discovery, but it 
would be another 200 years before a scientist made 
the connection between germs and disease. In the 
early modern period scientists still had no 
understanding of the true cause of plague and other 
diseases.

8. The printing press, which was introduced into Britain at 
the end of the fifteenth century, transformed people’s 
lives. For centuries, monks had carefully copied individual 
manuscripts onto parchment. From the sixteenth century, 
multiple copies of paper books and pamphlets could be 
made quickly and cheaply. Printing meant that old thinking 
could be challenged and new ideas could spread quickly, 
especially as there were a growing number of people in 
early modern Britain who could read. However, some old 
ideas were slow to disappear. This picture from a 
pamphlet printed in 1665 shows the execution of several 
women who were found guilty of witchcraft. Many people 
continued to believe in witches during the sixteenth and 
seventeenth centuries and there was a widely held view 
that supernatural forces were behind accidents, bad 
harvests and disease.
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How much did public health change, 1500–1750? 

The urban environment
In the early modern period, people in towns bought their food from shops, markets 
and street sellers. In an age before freezers and plastic packaging, food did not stay 
fresh for very long, and the chances of food poisoning were high. In this  
c. 1984 painting, the artist Ivan Lapper depicted a sixteenth-century street market. 
The artist’s interpretation also included other interesting features of the urban 
environment.

Image to follow: A sixteenth-century street,  
by Ivan Lapper, c.1984.

Houses
In the sixteenth century, the 
inhabitants of many towns 
continued to live in medieval oak-
framed houses like the ones in 
the picture. From the seventeenth 
century, these were gradually 
replaced by houses built from 
stone or brick. Houses in towns 
were often just one room wide 
and three storeys tall. Some had 
overhanging ‘jetties’ on the top 
storey to provide more space. 
Many houses were overcrowded. 
Poor families squashed into 
cellars and upper storeys, and 
sharing beds was common. 
Houses continued to be poorly 
constructed in the early modern 
period and this meant that they 
were often draughty and damp. 
No wonder many people suffered 
from respiratory diseases.

Animals
During the hours of daylight, 
the main streets of towns were 
always crowded as people from 
different social groups mingled 
and went about their business. 
In early modern towns, people 
shared the streets with animals. 
Horse-drawn carts blocked the 
way and sometimes injured or 
killed small children. Cattle, 
sheep and geese were herded to 
be sold or slaughtered. The many 
loose dogs were a particular 
problem as their excrement 
contained parasites that could 
be spread to humans. Cats were 
common, but they could not 
control the rats and mice which 
flourished in early modern towns.

Smoke
Perhaps because the artist has chosen to set the picture in summer, one thing missing from the picture is smoke. In 
the period 1500–1750 people heated their houses and did their cooking on open fires. In the sixteenth century coal 
was unpopular because it gave off a foul smell when burnt, but when the price of coal dropped in the seventeenth 
century more people began to burn it on their fires. Urban craftsmen also burnt coal in their ovens, forges and 
furnaces. The dust, soot and smoke from chimneys in early modern towns contributed to respiratory diseases.

Streets
This picture is so crowded with people and animals that you cannot see the street surface. Often 
streets were just beaten earth or gravel, which turned to dust in summer and to mud as soon as it 
rained. Main streets like the one in the picture were sometimes paved with stone or cobbled, but 
paved streets were often covered in animal dung. Before the eighteenth century, there were very few 
raised pavements so people’s clothes and shoes were often very dirty after walking in the street.

■■How did living conditions in the period 1500–
1750 affect people’s health?

Food and famine 
In many ways, the food people enjoyed in the early modern period had not changed 
much since the Middle Ages. Those who could afford it ate a large quantity, and a 
wide variety, of meat: beef, veal, mutton, lamb, pork, chicken, goose, rabbit, pigeon 
and a range of small birds. Fish was an important part of the diet, especially on 
Fridays and Saturdays when, in the sixteenth century, it was forbidden to eat meat 
due to religious reasons. The wealthy enjoyed white bread (which was more like our 
brown bread nowadays) and their diet included only small quantities of salad leaves, 
vegetables and fruit. People drank wine, ale, beer or mead as they knew that the 
water could make them ill. Overall, wealthy people in early modern England had 
plenty to eat, but their unbalanced diet would give a modern dietician nightmares. 

In the early modern period, merchants brought new products to England from 
America and Asia, and people who could afford it began to eat a wider range of foods. 
Peppers, pumpkins, chillies, tomatoes and potatoes all appeared on the tables of the 
wealthy. New drinks like hot chocolate, tea and coffee became popular, all sweetened 
with sugar imported from Britain’s slave plantations in the West Indies. By 1750 there 
were over 500 coffee houses in London. The national addiction to coffee and sugar 
had well and truly begun. So too had the problems of rotting teeth and obesity.

The diet of poorer people was mainly bread and vegetables with eggs, cheese, fish 
or meat as occasional treats. Pottage (a thick vegetable soup) was widely eaten by the 
labouring poor, just as it had been by medieval peasants. Throughout the early modern 
period, a labourer’s daily wage was barely enough to feed his family.  When bad weather 
ruined the harvest, the price of grain rocketed and labouring families struggled to buy 
bread. If there was a run of bad harvests, people could starve to death. You can see 
evidence of this in the 1623 register of burials from the village of Greystoke, Cumbria. 
Widespread famine like the one which occurred in 1623–4 was rare in early modern 
England, but hunger which weakened people’s resistance to disease was common. 

Record
To help you think about this question, read the information on the next four pages and make bullet point notes under the 
following headings: 

Food and famine The urban environment Clean water Waste

Include main points and examples. Remember to include comments on how different aspects of people’s living conditions 
affected their health. When you have finished your notes, use different colours to highlight changes and continuities from 
the Middle Ages.

Reflect
What interesting details 
can you find in this 
extract from the parish 
register of Greystoke?

Selected burials in the parish register of Greystoke, Cumbria, 1623

27 March: A poor hungerstarved beggar child, Dorothy, daughter of Henry Patterson, miller
28 March: Thomas Simpson, a poor, hungerstarved beggar boy and son of one Richard Simpson of Brough
12 July: Thomas, child of Richard Bell, a poor man, which child died for very want of food and 
maintenance to live.
27 September: John, son of John Lancaster, late of Greystoke, a waller by trade, by which child died for 
want of food and means. 
4 October: Agnes, wife of John Lancaster, late of Greystoke, a waller by trade, which woman died for 
want of means to live.

Record tasks relate 
directly to the enquiry 
and support students in 
building organised and 
memorable notes
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How much did public health change, 1500–1750? 

● Collecting water from a conduit. Conduits were public water fountains 
provided by town councils or by individuals as acts of charity. There were 
smaller versions of conduits known as ‘bosses’ which were sometimes built into 
walls. People helped themselves to the water free of charge.

● Buying water from a water-seller. Water-sellers collected water from conduits 
or the river and carried it through the streets in a large container like the one in 
the picture opposite. You could pay a water-seller to bring water to your house. 

However people obtained their water in early modern towns, it must have tasted 
terrible and would have been unsafe to drink. No wonder people preferred to drink 
small (weak) beer. 

Waste
People in early modern England produced a lot less rubbish than we do with all 
our modern packaging. Town-dwellers could put household waste – food, paper, 
sweepings, dirty rushes from the floor and ash from the fire – outside their house 
in a basket or tub. Once or twice a week, it was collected by ‘scavengers’ (sometimes 
called ‘rakers’) who sold urban waste to market gardeners outside the towns. If you 
forgot to put out your waste you could always tip it on one of the common dunghills 
that were found outside the gates of early modern towns.

Getting rid of urine and excrement (commonly known as piss and shit in the 
early modern period) was a difficult business. In 1596, Sir John Harrington, Queen 
Elizabeth I’s godson, invented the first f lushing water closet (toilet), but people 
needed their own drains and a plentiful supply of water in order to install one. 
Water closets were not widely used in the early modern period, although some 
wealthier people began to have them fitted them in eighteenth century.

Nearly everyone in early modern England continued to use privies as their 
ancestors had done in the Middle Ages. In the countryside little changed, but 
in the growing towns getting rid of excrement became an increasing problem. 
If your house backed onto a river or ditch you might have considered building a 
privy (sometimes called a ‘jakes’) over the water. Five of the many  jakes built over 
London’s Fleet Ditch are shown on this plan from 1612. Most people, however, used 
a privy built over a cesspit in garden, yard or sometimes inside the house. Cesspits 
sometimes leaked, causing problems for neighbours. On the morning of 20 October 
1660 Samuel Pepys stepped into ‘a great heap of turds’ which had leaked into the 
cellar from his neighbour’s cesspit. 

Every year or two a cesspit would need to be emptied. This unpleasant job was 
done by the scavengers, usually at night. Emptying a cesspit was an expensive job 
which often required barrels of excrement to be carried through the house. Poorer 
people sometimes emptied their own cesspits, creating dunghills in back yards and 
alleys. 

Clean water 

The inclusion of women drying washing in Ralph Agas’s map suggests that people 
in sixteenth-century London cared about keeping their clothes and sheets clean. 
But cleanliness in the early modern period depended on your wealth. Richer people 
and the ‘middling sort’ had servants to do their washing. A poor labourer might only 
have one set of woollen clothes. When dirty, his clothes would be riddled with lice 
and fleas – the carriers of typhus and plague. 

It is difficult to know exactly how people in early modern 
England kept their bodies clean, but it seems that our modern habit 
of having a shower or bath at the beginning of the day was not part 
of people’s daily routine in the period 1500–1750. There were three 
reasons for this: 

1. If you lived near a river or pond you could always take a quick 
cold dip, but bathing inside was only possible if you had a 
bathtub, servants, a reliable water supply, enough firewood and 
plenty of time. 

2. Soap made from the leftover animal fat of candle makers could 
be used for washing clothes, but it was not suitable for use on 
the skin. Only the rich could afford soap made from olive oil.

3. The water would often be dirty and many people believed that 
water could infect them through the pores in their skin. 

For these reasons, cleaning the body was often a dry process, 
using a brush or linen cloth to rub the skin and dislodge any lice.

In the countryside, people could carry clean water from wells, 
springs or streams. As towns expanded, obtaining clean water 
became a problem. Some people were lucky enough to have a well 
in their garden or yard. Otherwise there were three main ways to 
get access to water: 

● Paying for water to be piped to your house. In some towns, 
companies constructed pipes made from elm or lead in order 
to bring water from distant springs. In 1609, for example, Hugh 
Middleton built a ‘New River’ which brought spring water 
38 miles from the countryside outside London to a reservoir 
in Islington from which 30,000 houses in the city could be 
supplied. People paid a quarterly bill to be connected to the 
pipes.

Reflect
This is a detail from the 
oldest surviving map of 
London, made by Ralph 
Agas around 1599. Look 
carefully and find the 
women drying washing 
on Moor Field. What 
other interesting details 
can you find?

12

became a problem. Some people were lucky enough to have a well 

A seventeenth-century illustration 
of a London water-seller

Record
Use the information on 
water to add to your 
notes. Your �rst main 
point could be:

 Wealthy people had 
servants to wash 
their clothes.

Record
Use the information on 
waste to complete your 
notes. Your �rst main 
point could be:

In towns people 
could put their 
rubbish on the 
street for the 
‘scavengers’ to 
collect.’ 

Re�ect tasks encourage 
students to think about 
particular issues or  
sources

Source material is 
woven into the narrative to 
give a sense of period and 
deepen understanding
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Diphtheria, measles and 
scarlet fever: diseases which 
mainly attacked children under 5.

Typhus: spread by body lice, a 
disease of the winter or spring 
which affected all age groups.

Dysentery, typhoid, diarrhoea: 
diseases of the digestive tract often 
picked up from infected food or water.

Influenza (also known as ‘the sweat’), 
diphtheria and pneumonia: diseases 
which thrived in cold, damp conditions. 

Syphilis: (also known as the ‘great pox’) was a 
sexually transmitted disease which suddenly appeared 
in England at the end of the fifteenth century.

Smallpox: may have been present 
in the Middle Ages, but became an 
epidemic in the later sixteenth century.

the victim had been bitten by a flea. This soon became a gangrenous, blackish 
carbuncle. The victim’s temperature rose to around 40°C and this was followed by 
headaches, vomiting, great thirst and terrible pain. At the same time, more signs 
of the disease appeared on the skin. The lymph nodes, usually in the groin but 
sometimes in the armpit and neck, swelled with pus and formed large buboes. More 
carbuncles appeared on different parts of the body along with blisters and large red, 
blue, purple and black blotches under the skin. The heart and kidneys began to fail 
and the victim became delirious. Only one in five people who caught the plague 
survived. After the first f lea bite, death usually came in five days.

● Plague was terrifying because of its impact.
Plague struck suddenly. It mostly began in spring with the arrival of warmer 
weather. In the summer months, when rats and fleas flourished, the number of 
deaths increased rapidly. The disease often killed 10% of people in a community 
in less than a year. In the worst cases the death rate could be a third or more of the 
population. The poorest neighbourhoods or towns were the worst affected and the 
impact on individual families in these areas could be catastrophic. The 1665 plague 
in Cambridge had a devastating effect on one poor family in the riverside and rat-
infested parish of St Clements. On 1 September the teenager Daniel Pawston was 
the first of his family to die of the plague. The Pawston house was nailed shut with 
the words ‘Lord Have Mercy on Us’ painted across the door. Inside were Daniel’s 
parents, his brothers Samuel and Luke and their big sister Alice, aged 15. By 18 
September, all four Pawston children and their parents had died of the plague.

● Plague was terrifying because nobody understood it.
Early modern people tried to understand what caused plague so that they 
could fight against it. The number of printed medical books and pamphlets 
increased hugely after 1550, but medical knowledge about the cause of disease 
made little progress. People continued to believe that God sent the plague as 
a punishment for people’s sins. They thought that God created particular star 
formations which caused foul air known as ‘miasma’. Miasma could also be 
caused by unburied corpses, stagnant water or the filthy streets. Dirty clothes 
or the fur of dogs and cats could spread miasma from one place to another. 
At the end of the seventeenth century, some writers began to emphasise the 
importance of contagion (close contact with an infected person) as a way of 
spreading the disease, but they also clung on to the theory of miasma. These 
natural and supernatural explanations for disease had serious limitations. Most 
importantly, there was still no understanding of the role of rats and fleas 
in spreading the plague. 

After 1667 plague never returned to England. No-one is quite sure why this 
happened. Old ideas that the black rat was replaced in England by the brown 
rat, that living conditions in towns improved, or that the germ which caused the 
disease lost its virulence are now no longer believed by historians. Perhaps the 
most likely explanation is that effective measures in Europe to stop the spread 
of plague meant that the disease no longer spread to England. Whatever the 
reason, people in England were free from plague for the first time in over 400 
years. They, of course, did not know it.

■■ Responses to plague 
In sixteenth-century England the average life 
expectancy was only 41 years. Of course, many 
people lived to be much older than this. It was the 
huge number of infant and child deaths which led 
to such a low average life expectancy. A number of 
killer diseases caused high mortality in early modern 
England. 

Reflect
1. Which of the diseases below were linked to people’s 

living conditions?
2. Which diseases became worse in the early modern 

period?

Record
What changes and continuities can you �nd between plague in the Middle Ages and in the early modern period? 
Summarise these under two headings. The �rst ones have been done for you. 

Change Continuity
Plague was not as severe as in the Middle Ages.  Plague outbreaks were still frequent. 

By far the most terrifying disease in the early modern period was still  
the plague. 

● Plague was terrifying because of its frequency. 
Plague in England began with the Black Death of 1348–9 and ended with the so 
called ‘Great Plague’ of 1665. In the early modern period, plague was not as severe 
as it had been in the Middle Ages, but it never went away. One historian has 
calculated that there were at least eight major outbreaks of plague in the years 
between 1500 and 1670 – in other words, one outbreak every twenty years. There 
were particularly widespread epidemics in the 1540s and 50s, the late 1590s and 
in the first decade of the seventeenth century. In the early modern period, plague 
could still strike villages, but it increasingly became a disease of towns where rats 
were most common. Bristol, for example, experienced serious epidemics in 1597, 
1603, 1637–8, 1643, 1650–1 and 1666. Early modern people knew that there was 
always the possibility of a plague epidemic and must have dreaded a new outbreak 
of the disease. 

● Plague was terrifying because of its symptoms.
The effects of bubonic plague on the human body were well known to people in 
early modern England. The first sign of the disease was a blister appearing where 

Abridged versions of the 
author text are provided 
as revision podcasts 
via the Dynamic Learning 
Teaching and Learning 
Resources
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Local responses: some evidence

The first reaction of many town corporations to 
an outbreak of plague was to pretend it was not 
happening. However, by the seventeenth century, the 
policy of isolating the sick and supporting them with 
food and drink was implemented by most towns in 
England. More and more towns built pesthouses for 
plague victims and took a wide range of measures to 
stop the spread of disease. Cambridge provides a good 
example. In the spring of 1665, travellers and carriers 
to Cambridge brought news of the plague which was 
raging in London. The Cambridge aldermen were 
prepared. Strangers were only allowed into the town 
with a certificate of health. The streets were cleaned. 
Stray dogs and cats were killed. Searchers were hired. 
The plague’s first victim in Cambridge was John 
Morley who died in one of the town’s pesthouses on 25 
July 1665. By December 1666 there were 920 bodies in 
Cambridge’s churchyards and pesthouse plague pits. 

Reflect
This data comes from a ‘Bill of Mortality’ produced by 
the authorities in Cambridge during the 1665–6 plague.

1. Read the document carefully and work out what a Bill 
of Mortality was.

2. How and why do you think the document was 
produced?

3. What does it tell us about the response of the 
authorities in Cambridge to the plague?

Record
Write a clear and organised summary of the ways in which national and local  
government responded to plague in early modern England. Was this very different  
from the Middle Ages?

How national government responded to the plague
By 1500, rulers in Scotland, France and the Italian 
city states had taken measures to prevent the spread 
of plague. In comparison, England was a backward 
country with no national precautions in place. 
However, during the sixteenth and seventeenth 
centuries, the English government began to learn from 
its neighbours. The government introduced important 
measures in 1518, 1578 and 1604 which forced Justices 
of the Peace and town corporations to take action at 
times of plague. 

In 1518 ...
Henry VIII issued a proclamation which adopted 
one of the measures used in Europe: isolation. This 
would become the most important aspect of plague 
prevention in England for the next 150 years. The 
proclamation stated that houses infected with plague 
in London should be clearly identified. Bundles of 
straw should be hung from the windows of infected 
houses for a period of forty days. If anyone left the 
house they had to carry a white stick so that people 
knew to avoid them in the streets.

The royal proclamation of 1518 was the beginning 
of a national policy on public health in England. From 
1518, mayors and aldermen in all England’s towns 
were expected to take action when plague struck. As 
well as shutting up houses where someone had plague, 
some corporations started to isolate plague victims 
in ‘pesthouses’ outside the town walls. During the 
1550s, the aldermen in York introduced additional 
measures. They posted ‘watchmen’ on the Ouse Bridge 
to stop the movement of infected people across the 
town, appointed ‘searchers’ to bury the dead and clean 
infected houses, and collected money from each parish 
in the city to provide food for people in infected houses.

In 1578 ...
The Privy Council of Elizabeth I ordered the printing 
of Plague Orders which were sent to the counties 
and towns across England.  From the second half 
of the sixteenth century, the printing press became 
an important weapon in the government’s battle to 
improve public health. The Plague Orders of 1578 
contained seventeen orders which Justices of the Peace 
and aldermen had to enforce at time of plague. Local 
authorities printed summaries of the Plague Orders 
and stuck them on doors and posts for people to read.

Some of the most important 1578 Plague Orders 
were:

● Justices and aldermen should meet once every 
three weeks during epidemics.

● They should appoint ‘viewers’ or ‘searchers’ of the 
dead in each parish who would report on how the 
infection developed.

● The aldermen should collect money to support the 
sick in their town.

● Special prayers should be said in church.
● Streets and alleys should be thoroughly cleaned.
● Barrels of tar should be burned in the streets.
● No dogs, cats or tame pigeons should be allowed on 

the streets.
● The clothes and bedding of plague victims should be 

burned.
● Funerals should take place at dusk to reduce the 

number of people attending.
● All infected houses in towns should be completely 

shut up for at least six weeks, with all members 
of the family, whether sick or healthy, still inside 
them. Watchmen should be appointed to enforce 
this order.

The last order in the list above – locking up whole 
families in infected houses – was a particularly strict 
policy which caused much controversy at the time. 
Many people felt that locking up healthy people with 
the sick was not a good idea. However, this strict policy 
of locking up whole families in their houses remained 
in place throughout the period 1578–1667.

In 1604 ...
Parliament passed a law to enforce new plague orders. 
The Plague Act of 1604 extended the help which was 
provided to sick families. It allowed towns to collect 
money first from parishes within a radius of five 
miles from the town, and then from the whole county 
if necessary. It also introduced harsh punishments 
for anyone breaking the policy of isolation. A plague 
victim found out of their house and mingling with 
other people could be hanged. A healthy person who 
left an infected house which had been shut up could be 
whipped. 

Reflect
What different beliefs lay behind these orders?

Reflect
Which plague orders are 
being implemented in the 
picture? Which one is 
being implemented with 
particular severity?

A seventeenth-century print of a 
London street during the plague

Cambridge 7. From July the 31 to Aug. the 7th. 1666. 
All the Colledges (God be praised) are and have  
continued without any Infection of the Plague.

Bur. Pl. Bur. Pl.

St Andrews 
Cambridge, 

10 09 St Giles 00 00

St Andrews 
Barnwell,

03 03 St Maries 
Great,

07 05

All-Saints 14 14 St Maries 
Leffe,

01 01

St Bennetts 06 05 St Michael 01 01

St Clements 04 04 St Sepulchres 04 04

St Edwards 00 00 Trinity 06 04

The total of Burials in the 14 Parishes this week is  60

Whereof  of the Plague 53

And at the Pesthouse 08

Increased in the Burials this week 15

Whereof of the Plague 11

Fran.Wilford Vice-chancellor. Rowland Simpdon Major.
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For those who remained in an 
infected town, the fear they must have 
faced is hard for us to imagine. People 
who caught the disease had little hope 
of receiving any medical treatment. 
From the later sixteenth century, 
physicians and apothecaries were 
becoming more common in English 
towns. Some physicians would treat 
those who could afford to pay, but many 
physicians fled. Those who stayed took 
the precaution of wearing heavy cloaks, 
hoods and leather beaks stuffed with 
sweet-smelling herbs. Apothecaries 
were often praised for staying rather 
than fleeing. People might buy tobacco 
as protection from miasma, or herbal 
remedies to ease their pain, but the 
shelves in the apothecary’s shop 
contained nothing which could cure the 
plague.

The threat of catching the disease 
placed people’s relationships with 
neighbours, friends and family under 
huge strain. It is not surprising that 
people avoided the sick. People were 
understandably reluctant to take food 
to plague victims, to enter a house 
in order to write the will of a dying 
person, or to attend the funeral of a 
neighbour. The plague could have a 
negative impact of the relationship 
between masters and servants. Maids 
and apprentices were occasionally 
thrown out of their masters’ houses and 
died on the streets. Some people looked 
for scapegoats whom they could blame 
for spreading the disease. Occasionally, 
there were violent attacks on individual 
foreigners and beggars.

Plague in early modern England 
certainly divided communities and 
sometimes led to bad behaviour. In 
general, however, communities did 
not collapse into panic and disorder. 
Violence directed at outsiders was 
rare. Few people abandoned members 
of their immediate family. Parents 
looked after their children. Husband 
and wives stayed together. The elderly 
took in orphaned children. Some 
people carried food and ale to their sick 
friends and neighbours. Many of the 
people who died had a dignified funeral 
attended by their friends and family.

The people’s reactions 
How people in early modern England behaved when their families and 
communities were suffering from plague is an interesting question for historians 
to ask. But it is not an easy question to answer. In the early modern period, 
documents survive which allow historians to explore the behaviour of ordinary 
people, but these usually come from court cases when people had committed 
crimes. Although historians have to be careful when making generalisations about 
people’s behaviour at a time of plague, their research has revealed some interesting 
patterns. 

At a time of plague people faced great insecurity. The streets, markets and 
alehouses emptied. More and more houses were shut up. Day after day, the church 
bells tolled, reminding people to pray for the souls of neighbours, friends and family 
who had died. As we might expect, church attendance increased when plague 
threatened. By the late sixteenth century, England was a Protestant country and 
people no longer approved of the medieval Catholic responses to disease. Groups of 
people whipping themselves no longer appeared on the streets. English Protestants 
did not approve of walking barefoot, wearing a hair shirt or going on pilgrimage 
as responses to plague. Prayer, fasting and good behaviour were the ways religious 
people responded to plague in protestant England.

Fear was a natural reaction to a plague epidemic. No-one understood how 
plague was spread, but everyone knew it was infectious and that it could kill you. It 
is not surprising, therefore, that many people tried to leave an infected town. Most 
alderman and church ministers stayed out of a sense of duty, but running away 
from plague was an accepted response to the disease. In most cases, this was only 
an option for the wealthy who might have a house or friends in the country. The 
‘middling sort’ and the labouring poor remained because they had nowhere else to 
go. 

Record
As you read about these patterns of behaviour make two lists:

1. Changes from the Middle Ages
2. Continuities from the Middle Ages

A seventeenth-century print 
showing people running away 
from the plague

Reflect
What changes and 
continuities from the 
Middle Ages have you 
found so far? 
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A nineteenth-century 
painting of a plague 
doctor from the 
seventeenth-century

Visual sources and 
interpretations are 
used to create interest, 
deepen understanding and 
challenge thinking
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■■The impact of national and local government on public health 

Filth and fines: the impact of local government on public health, 1500–1670 
In the previous section (pages 00–00) you found out 
how the national government began to issue plague 
orders to protect people’s health. The plague orders 
of 1518, 1578 and 1604 were the first examples of a 
national policy on public health. You have seen how the 
government relied on local officials, particularly in the 
towns, to implement the measures at times of plague. 
Generally, mayors and aldermen did their best to isolate 
plague victims, to collect money for families who 
were shut up and to appoint watchmen and searchers. 
However, it was not only at times of plague that town 
corporations made efforts to keep their towns clean. 

One historian who studied sixteenth-century 
records in York’s archives made some interesting 
findings about public health in the city. York was the 
third largest and wealthiest city in England, after 
Norwich and London. The photograph below from 
around 1900 shows the Shambles, a street in the centre 
of York where butchers sold meat from their open-
fronted shops in the sixteenth century. The buildings 
and the line of the street had changed very little since 
the sixteenth century. Around the photograph are 
some of the rules which York’s aldermen enforced in 
the 1500s.

Record
This �nal section will help you to make up your mind about 
how far the authorities in early modern England improved 
public health. You will �nd out:

1. How councils tried to keep their towns clean in the 
period 1500–1670.

2. How much town life improved after plague disappeared, 
1670–1750.

3. How the national government responded to a new 
threat to the people’s health after 1660 – gin.

Summarise each section by writing five tweets. Make your 
first tweet a big point and your next four tweets small 
points or examples. Remember, each tweet can have no 
more than 140 characters including spaces.

Room for improvement: the impact of local government  
on public health, 1670–1750 
After 1670 town corporations no longer had to worry about dealing with outbreaks 
of plague. Instead they could concentrate on improving the urban environment in 
order to make towns more pleasant places in which to live. This print of London 
was made in 1752. It gives us a view of the city from the north, nearly 150 years 
after the panorama that we began with on page 00. You can see the dome of St Paul’s 
cathedral, built by Christopher Wren after the Great Fire of London in 1666. The 
spires of some of Wren’s other churches are dotted around the city. In the middle 
of the picture is the reservoir that Hugh Middleton had built in 1609 to bring water 
into London. To the right of it is a yard where tree trunks of elm trees were bored to 
make water pipes. By 1750, several water companies in London and in other towns 
piped water into the homes of those who could afford an annual subscription.

In the period 1670–1750, local authorities made big improvements to the centres 
of their towns in order to cope with the growing number of people, carriages and 
carts. Many councils encouraged builders to construct streets and squares of large 
terraced houses where wealthy people could live. Many more streets were now 
paved with stone, and lines of posts marked off footways for pedestrians.  
Oil-burning street lamps first appeared in London in the 1680s and by 1750 most 
towns had lighting in their main streets. 

Town councils made these improvements because they wanted to make town 
life more pleasant. The people’s health was certainly not their main concern. 
In the period before 1750 the connection between dirt and disease had not yet 
been made. There was a big contrast between the improved areas and the poorer 
neighbourhoods where streets were unpaved and unlit, and where people still had to 
fetch water from a public conduit or buy it from a water cart.  For everyone, sewage 
disposal had hardly improved since the 1660s when Samuel Pepys had stepped in 
his neighbour’s turds. It would be another hundred years before sewers removed the 
problem of stinking, overflowing cesspits.

Pigs had to be kept in a sty and 
were not allowed to wander 
around the streets. 

Anyone who made a dunghill in 
their yard had to pay a fine.

If your cesspit was overflowing 
you could send for the 
scavengers who would clean it 
out for you.

All householders had to clean the street outside 
their property twice a week.

People were not allowed to build their privies 
over the Queen’s Dike which ran through the 
city.

Household waste could not be 
put out for the scavengers until 
7pm.

People were fined for throwing 
urine and excrement into the 
street at night.

Record
Write your �ve tweets about how 
the aldermen of York tried to keep 
their town clean. Remember to 
make your �rst tweet a big point 
about public health in sixteenth-
century York. How does this 
compare with what you know about 
public health in medieval towns?

Nobody could block the gutters which ran down 
both sides of York’s main streets. Record

Write your �ve tweets 
about the impact of 
local government on 
public health 1670–1750. 
Make your �rst tweet an 
overall judgement about 
how much town life 
improved.
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The artist William 
Hogarth was a strong 
critic of the gin trade. In 
1751, Hogarth produced 
his engraving ‘Gin Lane’ 
which gave a realistic and 
horrifying picture of the 
evils of gin. 

Demon drink: the impact of national government on  
gin drinking 

Ale and beer drinking had been widespread in England 
since the Middle Ages. In the early modern period, 
there was a huge growth in the number of alehouses 
and drunkenness became a real problem. Puritans, 
in particular, were concerned about drunkenness and 
wrote pamphlets attacking the demon drink. From 
around 1550, town councils and county justices tried 
to control alehouses by making it illegal to sell alcohol 
without a licence. By the 1630s measures to control 
alehouses and drunkenness had begun to have a real 
impact in many towns and villages. 

After 1660 alcohol became a big problem for people’s 
health because many poor people started drinking 
spirits rather than ale or beer. This was a particular 
issue in London where many ‘dram shops’ opened, 
selling cheap spirits such as brandy and gin. At first 
gin was imported from Holland where it was first 
produced in the 1650s. In 1689, parliament banned 
imports of gin in order to encourage distillers in 
England. Gin became incredibly cheap and there was 
a huge increase in gin drinking by London’s poor. 
Thousands of small ‘gin shops’ opened in cellars, back 
rooms, attics and sheds. Some people even sold it from 
barrows in the streets.

By the 1720s gin had become a big social and health 
problem in London. Hundreds of thousands of poor 
men and women turned to gin as an escape from the 
misery of lack of work and poor living conditions. Gin 
shops advertised ‘drunk for a penny, dead drunk for 
two pence’. Crime went up, families were ruined and 
there was a huge increase in the death rate. In 1729, 
parliament finally made a law to control gin drinking. 

Gin sellers had to buy an annual licence costing £20 and the distillers had to pay a 
tax of 5 shillings on each gallon of gin they produced. The new law had little effect – 
it was impossible to enforce the 1729 Gin Act because there were so many small gin 
shops. 

In 1736 the government passed a harsher Gin Act. Licences went up to £50 and 
the tax was increased to 20 shillings. Again, the act could not be enforced. It was 
too easy for the gin shops to hide what they were doing from the authorities. In 
1743 parliament tried something else. The 1743 Gin Act restricted the sale of gin to 
alehouses which already sold ale, beer and wine. Gin consumption still continued to 
increase. By 1750 Londoners were consuming over 11 million gallons of gin a year. 

In 1751 the government finally introduced a law which had an effect on gin 
drinking. The Gin Act of 1751 was much tougher than any of the previous acts 
in 1729, 1736 and 1743. Anyone caught selling gin illegally was imprisoned and 
whipped for a second offence. A third offence could result in transportation. Gin 
drinking was hugely reduced. At last, the national government had got to grips with 
this major problem affecting the people’s health.

Image to follow: Image opposite the frontispiece, 
from Thomas Heywood, Philothocosmista, or 

the Drunkard, Opened, Dissected and Atomised, 
(London, 1635).

Review
In this enquiry you have produced clear and detailed notes on three issues 
relating the people’s health in the period 1500–1750: living conditions, plague and 
the impact of local and national government on public health.

1. At the beginning of the enquiry you made a mind map to summarise the 
main features of the early modern period and you speculated about how 
these features might have affected people’s health. Go back to your mind 
map and add points and examples from your notes. Were any of your original 
speculations incorrect? If so, delete them from your mind map.

2. Use your notes to make up your mind about how much people’s health 
changed in the period 1500–1750. For each of the issues you have studied, 
place an ‘X’ on a continuum like the one below to show whether there was ‘a 
lot of change’ or ‘very little change’. Underneath the continuum write a clear, 
organised and detailed explanation to support your judgement. 

A lot of change Very little change

Reflect
This picture from a pamphlet attacking drunkards was 
printed in 1635. How does the picture portray the 
effects of alcohol?

Record
Write your �ve tweets 
about how the national 
government introduced 
measures to control gin 
drinking.

Reflect
What details did 
Hogarth include in his 
engraving to show the 
horrors of the gin trade?

Review tasks help 
students to think through 
issues and tackle exam-
style questions
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learning.

■■ Boost student performance across the board: suitably challenging tasks encourage 
high achievers to excel at GCSE while clear explanations make key concepts 
accessible to all.

■■ Rediscover your enthusiasm for source work: a range of purposeful, intriguing visual 
and written source material is embedded at the heart of each investigation to 
enhance understanding.

■■ Develop students’ sense of period: the visually stimulating text design uses 
memorable case studies, diagrams, infographics and contemporary photos to bring 
fascinating events and people to life.

Authors:
Michael Riley and Jamie Byrom are both experienced trainers and authors. Michael 
(@MichaelSHP) is the current Director of the Schools History Project. Jamie is an SHP 
Fellow and former History Adviser in Devon.

For the 2016 
specification

To request Inspection 
Copies or eInspection 
Copies and pre-order 
your class sets, visit 

www.hoddereducation.
co.uk/History/GCSE/
OCRSHP

Textbook subject to change 
based on Ofqual feedback.

Dynamic Learning

OCR GCSE History: Schools History Project Dynamic Learning is an 
online subscription solution that supports teachers and students with high 
quality content and unique tools. Dynamic Learning incorporates Teaching and 
Learning Resources, Revision and Question Practice and Whiteboard and Student eTextbook 
elements that all work together to give you the ultimate classroom and homework resource.

Sign up for a free, no obligation trial at www.hoddereducation.co.uk/dynamiclearning

ALSO AVAILABLE 

ISBN 9781471874680


