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Infe in the Time of the Black Death

by Jayson Fleischer

The Late Middle Ages (c. 1301-1500) began with a century
of hardship. While the Black Death overshadowed all other
events, life in the 14th century was difficult for many reasons.
People were unprepared for the Black Death. Natural disasters
and political unrest caused widespread suffering and left a
‘weakened population.

The Bubonic plague spread like wildfire through medieval
Europe between the years 1347 and 1350. Known today as
the Black Death, medieval people called it the Great Plague,
the Great Pestilence, or the Great Mortality. It was the worst
epidemic Europe has ever seen. People of all classes were
infected by the disease. Most died within days.

By the time it burned out in 1350, nearly half
of Europe’s population was dead. Although never
as catastrophic as the first outbreak, plague would
strike Europe many times until finally disappearing
in the 19th century.

Asthe Late Middle Ages began, cooling temperatures
took hold in the Northern Hemisphere. This period
of climate change, known as the “Little Ice Age’, also
lasted well into the 19th century. In 1315, unseasonably
cold temperatures and heavy rainfall led to a period
of widespread hunger known as the Great Famine.
Crops failed, livestock died, and food prices
spiked. Crime increased dramatically as
well. While criminal activity was common
in the Middle Ages, many desperate people
turned to violence to feed themselves and their
families. By the time weather patterns returned
to normal in 1317, roughly 10% of Europe's population
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was dead. Many of the survivors suffered from extreme
malnutrition. Scientists think this may have played a role in
the high death rate during the Black Death. Lesser famines
would continue to strike throughout the 14th century.

Political turmoil was common during the medieval period, and
the 14th century was no exception. Scotland fought England for
its independence until 1357. The Hundred Years' War broke
out between France and England in 1337, with battles spilling
over into Spain and the Netherlands. The Italian city-states of
Genoa and Venice were also at war, and the Ottoman Empire
‘was invading Europe from the East.

‘War was an expensive business; to pay for it, monarchs raised

taxes, putting pressure on the already impoverished peasants.
In many countries, peasant revolts broke out. The economy
worsened with the arrival of the Black Death. As huge
numbers of people died, nobles saw a rapid drop in their
‘work force. The need for more workers became high. Peasants
realized they could demand higher wages and more rights. If
their lord would not pay them enough, they could

ask for more money somewhere else. Nobles

were afraid this would ruin the feudal

system. In the past, peasants
had been tied to the land and
were not allowed to leave. Harsh
laws were passed to keep peasants
in their place. Europe suffered
a further blow to its economy
when China shut down trade with
the West in 1368.
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Unhealthy lfestyles left medtieval people vulnerable to the
s FlackDesth. Plumbing had not been invented

A yet, 50 human waste was thrown out

) windows. Streets in medieval cities

were often covered in waste. People had

poor hygiene. They did not bathe often. Fleas,

lice, bedbugs, and other pests were a constant

problem. Medieval people didn't have balanced

either: They thought eating raw vegetables was

unhealthy: Most people only ate meat and bread. To make
‘matters worse, medieval doctors used an outdated system

of medicine. With a false understanding of human biology,
doctors prescribed weak treatments that often did more
harm than good. When doctors failed to stop the spread

of the plague, people lost faith in their ability to heal.
Unsanitary living conditions, poor nutrition, and confused
medical practices only served to help the spread of the plagu.

Many people also began to lose faith in religion during the
time of the Black Death. The Catholic Church, which had been
S0 powerful during the High Middle Ages, was experiencing
its own political turmoil. In 1309, the pope moved the Church
capitol from Rome to France. This caused even more conflict
between the countries of Europe. The conflict worsened in
1378, when two different popes claimed to be the head of the
Catholic Church.

‘When the Black Death struck in 1347, people thought the world
‘was ending. For many, it did. People believed God had sent the
plague to wipe out sinners. Others believed the plague was
caused by outsiders. Jews, foreigners, lepers, cripples, women
thought to be witches, and people with mental handicaps were
all accused of causing the disease. Although the Catholic Church
tried to stop the persecutions, many people were executed out
of fear. While millions of people died because of disease and
conflict duringthe 14th century,it was not the end of the world.
In fact, it would be a turning point for those who survived,
setting the stage for revolutionary changes in government,
religion, art, and science.
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