MEDICAL LONDON

Alice Ford-Smith introduces Daniel Defoe and the 'Journal of the Plague Year'

AFS:
This is Bunhill Fields, we’re about a few minutes away from the London’s Square Mile. It’s the leading Nonconformist cemetery for London. It was opened in 1657 and was closed in the mid-19th century.  


Nonconformists were people who were not members of the Church of England, so that includes Baptists, Quakers, Methodists, Presbyterians. If you were not a member of the Church of England, you would not want to be or could be buried in a churchyard in this county. So you would be buried here and actually there’s about a 130 000 people who were buried in Bunhill Fields over the years and they include Isaac Watts, John Bunyon and William Blake.  


The real reason we’re here is to see Daniel Defoe’s last resting place and Daniel Defoe was the author of the Journal of the Plague Year, which is what this walk is about. The Journal of the Plague Year recounts the suffering of Londoners during the great plague of 1665. Daniel Defoe actually was only five at the time of the great plague, so what we see in the Journal of the Plague Year is a man looking back at the past to put together a wonderful testament of the great plague through the eyes of one man, who we only know from his initials, which are HF. 


It records a time in London’s history, where everyone was involved in a true horror. A hundred thousand people died from the plague it’s estimated, though Daniel Defoe does say in the Journal of the Plague Year, that the figures probably are an underestimate. Defoe did go to the original documents and used his journalistic skills to knit together fiction with fact and that’s what makes the Journal of the Plague Year so interesting.
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