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A bit of comic relief should be welcome in a series that deals otherwise
with matters of crime, woe, the grotesque and the frightening. Thomas

Hood (1799-1845) was a noted English humorist and lampooner. He
also became a highly credentialed literary magazine editor, assuming

that desk for London magazine when he was only 22 and subsequently
guiding several other periodicals. At 30, he established Hood’s Own, in
which “A Tale of the Great Plague” was published. It’s a wry episode of

tables turned against hapless criminals—something of a British
equivalent to the Apple Dumpling Gang.

—DEH

All short stories in the “Vintage Short Mystery Classics” series are
period works now in the public domain. These e-book presentations
are published by:

Hornpipe Vintage Publications
P.O. Box 18428

Spartanburg, SC 29318
www.hornpipe.com/mysclas.htm

“Vintage Short Mystery Classics” have been selected by Daniel Elton
Harmon, author of “The Harper Chronicles,” with the intent of in-
troducing new readers to notable works of short historical fiction in
the mystery/gothic/crime vein. For more information, please visit the
author’s Web site at www.danieleltonharmon.com.



A Tale of the Great Plague
This is one of the pest discretions.

   —SIR HUGH EVANS

About five or six years after that deplorable great
Plague of London, there befell a circumstance
 which, as it is not set forth in Defoe in his history

of the pestilence, I shall make bold to write down herein,
not only on account of the strangeness of the event, but
also because it carried a moral pick-a-back, as a good story
ought to do.

It is a notoriously known fact, as collected from the
bills of morality, that there died of the plague in the mere
metropolis a matter of some hundreds of thousands of
human souls: yet notwithstanding this most awful warn-
ing to evil doers, the land did nevertheless bring forth
such a rank crop of sin and wickedness, that the like was
never known before or after; the city of London, espe-
cially, being overrun with bands of thieves and murtherers,
against whom there was little or no check, the civical po-
lice having been utterly disbanded and disrupt during
the ravages of the pestilence. Neither did men’s minds
turn for some time towards the mere safeguard of prop-
erty, being still distracted with personal fears; for although
the pest had, as it were, died of the excess of its own vio-
lence, yet from time to time there arose flying rumours of
fresh breakings out of the malady. The small-pox and the
malignant fever being the prolific parent of such like
alarms. Accordingly many notable robberies and divers



grievous murthers having been acted with impunity dur-
ing the horrible crisis of the pest, those which had before
been wicked were now hardened, and became a thousand
times worse, till the city and the neighbourhood thereof
seemed given in prey to devils, who had been loosened for
a season from the everlasting fetter of the law.

Now four of these desperadoes having met together
at the Dolphin in Deptford, they laid a plot together to
rob a certain lone mansion house which stood betwixt
the Thames marshes and the Forest of Hainault, and which
was left in the charge of only one man, the family being
gone off to another mansion house in the county of
Wiltshire, for the sake of a more wholesome air. And the
manner of the plot was this: one of the villains going in a
feigned voice was to knock at the front door and beg pit-
eously for a night’s shelter, and then, the door being
opened, the other knaves were to rush in and bind the
serving-man, or murther him, as might seem best, and so
taking his keys they were to ransack the house, where they
expected to find a good store of plate. Accordingly one
Friday, at the dead of the night, they set forth, having for
leader a fellow that was named Blackface, by reason of a
vizard which he wore always on such errands, diverting
themselves by the way with laying out each man his share
of the booty in the manner that pleased him best, wine
and the women of Lewkener’s Lane coming in, you may
be sure, for the main burthen of the song. At last they
entered the fore-court of the house which they were to
rob, and which was as silent as death, and as dark, except-
ing a glimmer from one window towards the top. Blackface
then, as agreed upon, began to beat at the door, but being
flushed with drink, instead of entreating for an entrance,
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he shouted out to the serving-man, bidding him with
many terrible oaths to come down and to render up his
keys, for that they were come to relieve him of his charge.

“In the name of God, my masters,” cried the serv-
ing-man from the window, “what do you want here?”

“We are come,” returned Blackface, “to relieve you of
your trust, so throw us down your keys.”

“An that be all,” said the serving-man, whose name
was Adams, “wait but a little while and you shall have the
keys and my place to boot. Come again but a few hours
hence, and you shall find me dead, when you may do
with me and my trust as you list.”

“Come, come,” cries Blackface, “no preaching, but
come down and open, or we will bring fire and faggot to
the door.”

“You shall not need,” answered Adams, “hearken only
to what I say, and you shall have free passage; but I give
you fair warning, though I be but a single man, and with-
out weapon, and sick even unto death, yet shall your com-
ing in cost you as many lives as ye bear amongst you, for
within these walls there is a dismal giant that hath slain
his thousands, even the Plague.” At these dreary words
the courage of the robbers was taken somewhat aback,
but Blackface spirited them on, saying it was no doubt an
invention to deter them from the spoil.

“Alas,” returned Adams, who overheard their argu-
ment, “what I say is the solemn and sorrowful truth, and
which I am speaking for the last time, for I shall never see
to-morrow’s blessed sun. As for the door, I will open it to
you with my own hands, beseeching you for your own
sakes to stand a little apart, and out of the taint of my
breath, which is sure destruction. There is one child herein



a dead corpse, as you shall behold if you have so much
courage, for it lieth unburied in the hall.” So saying he
descended, and presently flung open the hall door, the
villains withdrawing a little backward, and they saw ver-
ily by the light of a rush wick which he carried that he
was lapt only in a white sheet, and looking very pale and
ghost-like, with a most dismal black circle round each of
his eyes.

“If you disbelieve me still,” he said, “look inwards
when I draw back from the door, and ye shall see what
was a living child this day, but is now a corpse hastening
to corruption. Alas! in he midst of life we are in death: she
was seized at play.” With these words he drew aside, and
the robbers, looking through the door, perceived it was
even as he said, for the dead body of the child was lying
on the hall table, with the same black ring round its eyes,
and dressed in brocade and riband as though death had
carried it off, even as he said, in its holiday clothes. “Now,”
said Adams, after they had gazed awhile, “here be the
keys,” therewithal passing towards them a huge bunch;
but the villains would now no more meddle with them
than with so many aspics or scorpions, looking on them
as the very keys of death’s door. Accordingly, after venting
a few curses on their ill-luck, they began to depart in very
ill humour, when Adams again called to them to hear his
last words.

“Now,” said he, “though ye came hither with rob-
bery, and perchance murther in your hearts, against me,
yet as a true Christian will I not only forgive your wicked
intents, but advise you how to shun that miserable end
which my own life is coming to so very suddenly. Al-
though your souls have been saved from sins, yet doubt-
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less ye have not stood so long in this infected air without
peril to the health of your bodies, wherefore, by the ad-
vice of a dying man, go straightway from this over to
Laytonstone, where there be tan pits, and sit there for a
good hour amidst the strong smell of the tan, and which
hath more virtue as a remedy against the infection of the
Plague, than even tobacco or the odour of drugs. Do this
and live, for the poison is strong and subtle, and seizeth
ere one can be aware on the springs of life.” Thereupon,
he uttered a dismal groan, and began yelling so fearfully
that the robbers with one accord took to flight, and never
stopped till they were come to Laytonstone, and into the
tanner’s very yard, where they sat down and stooped over
the pit, snuffing up the odours with all the relish of men
in whose nostrils it was as the breath of life. In which
posture they had been sitting half an hour, when there
entered several persons with a lantern, and which they
took to be the tanner and his men, and to whom, there-
fore, they addressed themselves, begging pardon for their
boldness, and entreating leave to continue awhile in the
tan-yard to disinfect themselves of the plague; but they
had hardly uttered these words, when lo! each man was
suddenly seized upon, and bound up in a twinkling, the
constables, for such they were, jeering them withal, and
saying the Plague had been too busy to come itself, but
had sent them a gallows and a halter instead, which would
serve their turn. Whereupon most of the rogues became
very chopfallen, but Blackface swore he could die easy but
for one thing upon his mind, and that was, what had
become of the dead child and the man dying of the plague,
both of which he had seen with his own eyes. Hereupon,
the man with a lantern turned the light upon his own
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face which the rogues knew directly to be the counte-
nance of Adams himself, but without any of those black
rings round the eyes, and for which he explained he had
been indebted to a little charcoal. “As for the dead child,”
he said, “you must inquire, my masters, of the worshipful
company of Barber Surgeons, and they will tell you of a
certain waxen puppet of Hygeia, the Goddess of Health,
which used to be carried at their pageants, and when it
fell into disuse was purchased of them by my Lady Dame
Ellinor Wood, for a plaything for her own children. So
one head, you see, is worth four pair of hands, and your
whole gang, tall and strong knaves though you be, have
been overmatched by one old man and a doll.”

—THOMAS HOOD

6    A Tale of the Great Plague



Dabbling in Mystery. . . .
Have a hankering to explain the hitherto unex-
plained? Curious about the lives of noted mys-
tery authors? Intrigued by their fabricated puzzles
—and by real-life enigmas?

Join author Daniel Elton Harmon on the Internet
in wide-ranging discourses on historical riddles,
unique crimes, the supernatural and the starkly
odd. “Mysterious Expeditions” presents notes and
commentaries on true mysteries as well as vintage
mystery authors and their works. AND . . . you’re
encouraged to contribute your own findings! Pay
a call to this exciting new historical mystery blog:
http://mysteriousexpeditions.blogspot.com.

South Carolina author and editor Daniel Elton Harmon has written
more than fifty books. Recently published by Chelsea House are his six
volumes in the “Exploration of Africa: The Emerging Nations” series;
The Titanic, part of the “Great Disasters: Reforms and Ramifications”
series; his history of the Hudson River for the “Rivers in American Life
and Times” series; and juvenile biographies in the “Explorers of New
Worlds” series. Other of his books are published by Wright/McGraw-
Hill, Mason Crest and Barbour Publishing. His freelance articles have
appeared in such periodicals as Nautilus, Music Journal and The New York
Times. Harmon is the associate editor of Sandlapper: The Magazine of
South Carolina and editor of The Lawyer’s PC, a technology newsletter.

The Chalk Town Train & Other Tales: “The Harper Chronicles,” Volume
One is his first book of fiction and the first of his series of short story
collections that follow the career of Harper the crime reporter.



Six unmarked graves hold the secret
to an older generation’s hideous or-
deal. . . .

Escaped convicts invade a riverside
campsite. . . .

A ring of prestigious businessmen
carry out a massive estate swindle in
the state capital. . . .

Shipwreck survivors sheltered at a
Low Country fishing village have
much, much to hide. . . .

And the president of the United States turns to a small-city
jour nalist to intercept a potentially disastrous item of diplo-
matic correspondence. . . .

Harper, nonconformist crime reporter for the fledgling Chal-
lenge, finds himself in the thick of these and other dramas in the
post-Reconstruction South. Through intuition, deduction, focused
research and on-the-scene investigation, Harper probes to the
heart of each affair. In the process, he often uncovers facts and
circumstances he can never publish—and enters the hazy bor-
derland between observer and participant.

The Chalk Town Train & Other Tales, Daniel Elton Harmon’s first
volume of “Harper” short stories, has received rave reviews in
history/mystery circles and is available in print. Visit
www.danieleltonharmon.com to learn more about this exciting
new series and read what the critics are saying!

An author-signed copy of The Chalk Town Train & Other Tales
(softbound, 157 pages) costs $15 postpaid. Please make check or
money order payable to “Dan Harmon” and mail to the author at
P.O. Box 18428, Spartanburg, SC 29318.

(Note: We cannot conscientiously support credit card companies and
thus do not accept credit card orders.)

Harper is at the scene. . . .


