
(37) CHAPTER I.

YOU HEAR the rushing sound of the tempest’s approach? See 
the lurid clouds open, and pour down dire destruction? Are you 
deafened by the falling thunderbolts? Can’t you feel the blasted 
earth tremble and crack open with agonized groans, as the air 
fills with shrieks and wailing—don’t you recognize all the expec-
ted signs? No? Because none of these things accompanied our 
end.  

A balmy spring, breathed from nature’s most ambrosial 
sources, greens the lovely earth, which wakens and emerges 
much like a proud young mother leading their beauteous off-
spring to meet a long absent papa. Buds deck the trees, flowers 
adorn the land; thick sap-swollen branches burst into leaf—the 
variegated foliage of spring, which bends and sings in the breeze, 
rejoices in the genial warmth. Brooks flow murmuring in the 
direction of a placid sea whose waters reflect the cliffs and 
cloudless sky above. Birds awake in the woods to plenty, while 
abundant food for so-called man and beast springs up from the 
fertile ground. Where is pain and evil? Not in the calm of air and 
ocean; not in forests nor in fields, nor among the birds that make 



the woods resound with song, nor the animals that in the midst of 
plenty bask in sunshine. Our enemy, our calamity alone, treads 
human hearts underfoot, and never makes a sound. 

Once a royal psalmist sang that God had made human beings 
to be “a little lower than the angels,” and that “crowned. . .with 
glory and honor,” we’d been given dominion over all God’s 
works, the whole world. So, once a favorite with our Creator—
but now? Look at us! Plague has invaded the human form, 
incarnated itself in our flesh, entwined itself with our being, and 
blinded our eyes from seeking heaven. Man, woman, lie down, 
and give up all claims to that inheritance you were expecting. 
You’ll never get more than the small piece of blooming earth 
required for your burial.  

Plague comes with spring, with sunshine and plenty. We no 
longer struggle with it. We’ve forgotten what we did before 
plague. That traders plied the gigantic waves of southern oceans 
with their ships to bring us articles of luxury; that perilous 
journeys were made after splendid geological trifles like 
gemstones and gold; that human labor was wasted, and human 
life ever set at naught—these old facts seem increasingly hard to 
believe. For now life is all we covet: that this automaton of flesh 
should, with joints and springs in order, perform its functions—
that this dwelling of the soul should be capable of containing its 
dweller. Our minds, so recently spread abroad through countless 
spheres and endless combinations of thought, retrench them-
selves behind this wall of flesh, eager to preserve its wellbeing 
alone. Our degradation is sufficient. 



Among the notes I remember making that spring, was also 
this: “In the midst of despair we perform the tasks of hope.” 
Plague cases climbed as the weather got warmer. Such of us 
who still cared to bestow our time and thoughts on our fellow 
creatures, were made to toil harder. Going out, day after day, to 
aid the sick and comfort the sorrowing, we nerved ourselves for 
the task by picturing ourselves in combat with a deadly foe. 
Then, sometimes among the multitudinous dead a rare survivor 
might be found, and with our zeal enough to behave like power, 
we’d bid them: Rise. Live. Plague watched us the whole time, 
laughing its head off. 

Still engaged in the attempt to collect a self-sustaining 
population at Windsor, I went to every corner of the county. 
These rides gave me ample opportunity to see how plague had 
smashed our social order like an anthill; by twos and threes, the 
dazed survivors struggled from the ruins into daylight. 
Everywhere stood empty habitations. Law was gone, lost along 
with its customary curbs on private behavior. On a rising wave 
of transgressions  against the last known rules, poor people 
dared to enter the deserted palaces  and intrude, no questions 
asked, into splendid apartments whose very décor represented 
unknown worlds to them.  

Wealth and property no longer circulated. Plague’s earlier 
economic effects had reduced people of every kind to sudden 
and hideous poverty—yet with the boundaries of private 
ownership thrown down, the products of human labor at 
present existing were found to be more, far more, than our 



thinned-down race could possibly consume. To some among 
the poor this was cause for celebration. We were all equal now; 
magnificent dwellings, luxurious carpets, goose down duvets, 
were given to all. Of carriages, horses, gardens, world-class 
libraries and art collections, there were more than enough to go 
around, and nothing to stop anyone from claiming a princely 
share. We were all equal now; but near at hand was an equality 
still more leveling, a state where beauty and strength and 
wisdom would mean as little, finally, as riches, birth, real estate. 
Meanwhile the common grave that yawned beneath us posed a 
prospect so awful, it blotted out any enjoyment of the ease and 
plenty everywhere at hand. 

Still my boys and Clara sprang up in years and growth, 
unsullied by disease, the bloom on their cheeks unfading. We 
had no reason to think the site of Windsor Castle peculiarly 
healthful, for many other families had died out beneath its roof; 
we lived therefore taking no particular precaution but we lived, 
it seemed, in safety. If Idris became thin and pale, it was anxiety 
caused the change, an anxiety I could in no way reduce. She 
never complained, but sleep and appetite deserted her, a slow 
fever preyed on her veins and splashed her cheeks with red, and 
she often wept in secret; the principle of life within her was 
being eaten up by gloomy prognostications and more agonizing 
and immediate dread. Of course I saw this—and I often wished 
that I’d permitted Idris to take her own course, and go to work 
outside our household for the welfare of others, if such labors 
might have distracted her thoughts. But it was too late now. 



With the race nearly extinct, all such toil was almost over; 
besides, she was too weak. Consumption, as I’d call the 
hyperactive life within her (Adrian had been the same), 
deprived her limbs of strength. Nighttimes spent her vital oil; in 
the early morning hours, without my knowing, she’d wander 
through our rooms, or lean for hours above our sleeping 
children’s beds. In the daytime, sunk into a doze, she’d twitch 
and mutter at vexations in unquiet dreams. A confirmed state of 
wretchedness set in, and her efforts at concealment grew ever 
more apparent. 

As often as I would strive, yet in vain, to awaken her courage 
and hope, I’d recognize my Idris in her drastic anxieties; for her 
very soul was tenderness. Trusting that she wouldn’t outlive me 
if I fell prey to the vast calamity, she admitted this thought 
sometimes relieved her. After traveling the highway of life hand 
in hand for many years, we might as well take that next step the 
same way. Her children, though, her lovely, playful, animated 
children—beings sprung from her own dear side—portions of 
her own being—depositories of our married love—how often 
had her motherly imagination pictured their various merits and 
talents to best effect on life’s wide stage! Even if we died, to 
know that they might reach their golden years would comfort 
her. But it would not be so. Cut off forever from the hopes of 
maturity, from the pride of attainments, young and blooming as 
they were, they would die.  

Alas for these latter days! Our world had grown old, and all 
partook of the decrepitude. Why talk of infancy, adulthood, old 



age? We were all equal now; arrived at the same point of the 
world’s age together, there was no difference between us. The 
words parent and child had lost their meaning; the youngest boy 
was level now with any man. And although this was true, as 
we’d always been taught, knowing the lesson in advance made 
the circumstances no less agonizing. 

Where could we turn, and not find some dire example of the 
desolation wrought upon humanity? The countryside offered 
fields left uncultivated, gaudy with wildflowers and weeds—or a 
few acres of wheat, sign of living hopes; but only sown halfway, 
the farmer dead in a furrow, his broken plough deserted by the 
horses. Unattended cattle wandered over the landscape and 
through the lanes; poultry yard occupants by the thousand, left 
unfed, had broken out to breed wild; young piglets and lambs 
were born in the flower gardens, and the donkey bedded down 
in the hall of pleasure. Sickly and few, people still alive in the 
country neither went out to sow nor reap, but sauntered about 
the meadows, or lay around all day in some hedge’s shade. 
Others had secluded themselves, with supplies enough to stay 
alone inside their homes indefinitely; some had even deserted 
spouses and children, imagining that only utter solitude would 
guarantee safety. Such had been Ryland’s case, and he was 
discovered dead and half-devoured by insects, in a house many 
miles from any other, with piles of food laid up in useless 
superfluity. Then there were the many instances of people who 
made long journeys to unite themselves with those they loved, 
and arrived to find them dead. 



London did not contain above a thousand inhabitants; and 
this number was continually diminishing. Most were country 
people, come for the sake of change; the actual Londoners had 
sought the country. East London and its once busy docks were 
silent, the floors of its looted warehouses strewn with bales of 
luxury goods, jewels, spices, more ransacked than pillaged by 
crowds motivated as much by curiosity as greed—though the 
ground before a few barred gates bore signs of how guards or 
owners had defended them at loss of life.  The city’s church 
doors, kept unlocked, creaked wide on their massive hinges to 
reveal dead bodies ranged up and down the paved aisles within. 
Wretched women, loveless victims of vulgar brutality, found 
their way into the homes of our celebrated high-born beauties, 
where they arrayed themselves in garb of splendor, and died 
before their own reflections in another’s mirror. In the streets 
below, women whose delicate feet had seldom touched the 
earth throughout their lives of privilege, had fled in fright and 
horror from their death-filled homes and lost themselves and 
their lives in the squalid depths of the metropolis. And what—
my soul ached with fear to wonder—might befall my beloved 
Idris and our babes, if Adrian and I died first, and they found 
themselves without protectors in this new world? My child of 
prosperity, the nursling of rank and wealth: so far, her mind 
alone had suffered. But how much longer, before her delicate 
frame and shrinking nerves must be assaulted by famine, 
hardship, disease? Better die at once—better plunge a dagger in 
her bosom while it was still untouched by the worst adversity—



then finally sheathe it in my own!  
But, no. I would not yield in my resolution to defend my dear 

ones against sorrow and pain, to the last gasp. By my reckoning, 
in times of misery we must fight against our destinies, and strive 
not to be overcome by them; and if I were vanquished at last, it 
wouldn’t be ingloriously. Our misery’s very excess raised our 
sorrow to the plane of the Sublime, where it might be granted 
some relief. So I stood in the gap, resisting the enemy—the 
impalpable, invisible foe who’d so long besieged us—and kept 
vigilant against its insidious approaches, which might let plague 
burrow under and burst up through the very threshold of our 
home, that temple of love at whose altar I daily sacrificed.  

With fewer people remaining to die, Death seemed to feed 
more hungrily; or was it that before, when there were still many 
survivors, the dead counts affected us less? Now each life, each 
human breathing form was a gem—though of far, far more 
worth than any gemstone; and the daily, nay, hourly decrease 
visible in our numbers, sickened the heart. This summer 
extinguished our hopes and wrecked human society; over the 
sea of misery, a few tempest-tossed survivors rode their 
shattered rafts. We existed by twos and threes, specimens of 
Homo sapiens who slept and waked and performed the animal 
functions. But the human being, individually weak, yet more 
powerful in congregated numbers than wind or ocean; the 
human, who’d conquered the elements and reigned over 
nature, the peer of demigods, existed no longer. 

Farewell to the patriotic scene, to the love of liberty and 



virtuous aspiration’s well-earned rewards! Farewell to crowded 
senate chambers, buzzing with the voices of the wise, whose laws 
could cut more keenly than Damascus steel—farewell to rulers’ 
pomp and warlike pageantry! The robes and flags are in the 
dust; the general’s hand is cold, and the young soldier’s untimely 
and unhonored grave has been dug among his native fields. 
Farewell to the desire for office, and the hope of victory; to high 
vaulting ambition, to the appetite for praise, and the craving for 
another’s vote! The governments and nations are no longer. The 
marketplace is empty, the candidate for popular favor finds no 
one to represent—to elections and inheritance farewell! To galas 
and inaugural balls and all-night revelry—to the panting 
emulation of beauty, to costly dress and arriviste display, to titles 
bought and born to, farewell! 

Farewell to humanity’s giant powers—to knowledge that 
could oppose the ocean waves and pilot ships between unseen 
opposing shores—to science that directed the silken balloon 
through the pathless air—to the power that could channel mighty 
waters, and set the wheels, and beams, and vast machinery of 
mills in motion; that could split, blast, and harvest blocks of 
granite or marble, and level the mountains! 

Farewell to the arts—to eloquence, the stirring sea wind of 
the human mind—farewell to poetry and deep philosophy, for 
imagination is cold, and enquiring minds no longer expatiate on 
the wonders of life. Whatsoever thy hand findeth to do, do it 
with thy might; for there is no work, nor device, nor knowledge, 
nor wisdom in the grave, whither thou goest—farewell to 



memory and apt citation of verses from Ecclesiastes! Farewell 
to graceful buildings whose perfect proportions surpass nature’s 
best; the art of architecture—fair entablatures and peristyles of 
fluted columns, with their capitals of Corinthian, Ionic, or Doric 
style; fretted Gothic font and massy Moorish pillar, stupendous 
arch and glorious dome, forms whose transcendent harmonies 
are music to the eye!—farewell to sculpture, that made human 
fleshly shape idealized in marble shine forth god-like!—farewell 
to painting, the exquisite sensibility or high-wrought sentiment 
and deep knowledge of the artist’s mind, reproduced on canvas, 
able to encage the wildest uproar of universal nature in a narrow 
frame; and to those paradisiacal painted scenes, where the 
ambrosial air rests in perpetual glow upon trees ever-vernal, O 
farewell! Farewell to music, and the sound of song; to the 
marriage of instruments, where the concord of soft and harsh 
unites in sweet harmony, and gives wings to the panting listeners, 
whereby to climb heaven, and learn the hidden pleasures of the 
eternals! Farewell to drama and the well-trod stage—the world’s 
truer tragedy puts mimicked grief to shame; to high-bred comedy 
and the low buffoon alike, farewell! Laughter is no more.  

Alas! to enumerate these adornments shows, by what we 
have lost, how supremely great the human race was. It’s over 
now. Solitary, like our first parents expelled from Paradise, each 
living man and woman looks back towards scenes they’ve left 
behind. The high walls of the tomb, and the flaming sword of 
plague, lie across the view. As it was after Eden, the whole earth 
before them appears a desert. Unsupported and weak, let them 



wander through fields where the unreaped corn stands in barren 
plenty—through abandoned orchards planted by their parents—
through vacant towns built for their generation’s use. Posterity is 
no more; fame, and ambition, and love, are words void of 
meaning. O deserted ones! Lie down at nightfall like the cattle 
that graze in the field, unaware of the past, careless of the future; 
for from such fond ignorance alone can you hope for ease! 

Sorrow doubled the load on stooped backs; sorrow planted 
thorns in a hot hard pillow, and added saltiness to soured water 
and bitter bread. Onto our basic irremediable distress, every 
small pelting inconvenience fell with added force; having strung 
our frames to endure the weight of the world, we sank beneath 
the added feather chance tossed at us. Many survivors had been 
bred in luxury—others born and raised poor—all by now had 
suffered various privations; and the idea of another winter like 
the last one brought terror to our minds. Wasn’t it enough that 
we must die—must we also turn drudge and toil? Must we 
prepare our own funeral buffets, and carry fuel to heap on our 
soon-to-be deserted hearths—must we prick our fingers sewing 
our own shrouds? 

No! If we’re to die, let’s enjoy what remains of our lives to the 
full. Away with sordid care! Menial labors, inconveniences and 
pains slight in themselves but too gigantic for our exhausted 
strength—we’ll eliminate them from our ephemeral existences. 
The first humans on earth, who lived, as we live now, by families, 
and not by tribes or nations, evolved in a genial climate. Earth 
fed them freely, without toil; balmy air wrapped them more 



warmly than feather beds when they slept. The south is 
humanity’s native place, where tree boughs serve for palace 
roofs; the land of year-round fruits, and roses, and the thirst-
appeasing grape. We need not there fear cold and hunger. 

Look at England! The meadows that invite with their long 
grass are dank and cold, no fit bed for us. Our corn is gone, and 
what grows wild cannot support us. Without heat supplied by 
fuel fetched from the bowels of the earth, we’re subject to 
maladies and aches. The truth is, the labor of hundreds of 
thousands  of people would be required again to make this 
inclement island nook into a fit habitation for one single person. 
To the south then, to the sun!—where nature is kind and 
plenteous, and earth is garden. 

England, late birthplace of excellence and school of the wise, 
your children are gone, your glory faded, your tale of power and 
liberty at its close! You, England, were the triumph of the human 
race! Small favor was shown you by your Creator. Isle of the 
North: a naturally ragged canvas, painted by our hands with 
alien colors; but the hues we gave are faded, never more to be 
renewed. So, you marvel of the world, we must leave you—and 
bid farewell to your clouds, and cold, and scarcity forever! 
Bereft of human inhabitants, O little isle! The ocean waves will 
buffet you, and the raven flap her wings over the land-sea of 
weeds that overgrows you; your sky will canopy barrenness. You 
were never famous for your orchids or spice groves or banana 
plantations; nor for your vineyards and double harvests, nor for 
your vernal airs and solstitial sun—but for the British people, 



your children, with their unwearied industry and lofty dreams 
and goals. They, your fatal glory, are gone, and there you go with 
them, down the oft-trodden path that leads to oblivion. 
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