                   The Black Death

The Black Death (or plague) started in central Asia in 1338 and spread first to China, then to India, and eventually to the Middle East and Egypt. It came to the Black Sea by 1347. One theory is that a group of infected Mongols attacked an Italian trading city. To harass the trapped townspeople, the Mongols used their catapults to hurl the dead bodies of their comrades over the town walls spreading the disease among the Italians. The panicked inhabitants fled the scene by ship, not knowing the disease was with them in the rats and fleas on board their ships. When they arrived in Italy in 1348 they had brought the Black Death to Europe. Between 25% and 50% of Europe’s population – 20-40 million people died !

    What was the cause of this disease? A bacteria in the blood of rats spreads so quickly that it kills the rat, but not before fleas on the rat bite and suck out some of the infected blood. These fleas then leave the rat as it dies and jump onto other animals or humans. These infected fleas  then bite their new host and spread the first type of the plague called bubonic plague. The bubonic plague (the most common) got its name from the  “buboes” (tumors or swellings or boils) that appeared on a victim's neck, armpits or groin. These tumors were as large as an egg, or larger !  Some people survived , but almost all were dead within a week. A second type - pneumonic plague - attacks the respiratory system (lungs) and spreads by coughing or sneezing of the victim. It was much worse than the bubonic type. With pneumonic, death came in 3 days. Finally, the third type - septicemic plague attacked the blood system. Victims with this type of plague died in 1 day !!!

    Having no defense and no understanding of the cause of the disease, the men, women and children were scared, panicked, and died in huge numbers.The Italian writer Giovanni Boccaccio lived through the plague as it hit the city of Florence in 1348. He described what he saw.

"The symptoms began both in men and women with certain swellings in the groin or under the armpit. They grew to the size of a small apple or an egg,  and were called tumors. In a short time these tumors spread all over the body. Soon after this black or purple spots appeared on the arms or thighs or other part of the body, sometimes large ones, sometimes many little ones. These spots were a certain sign of death. 

No doctor's advice, no medicine could overcome this disease. Either the disease was such that no treatment was possible or the doctors were so ignorant that they did not know what caused it, and could not give the proper cure. Very few recovered; most people died within about three days after the tumors appeared without any fever or other symptoms. 

The sick gave the disease to the healthy who came near them, just as a fire catches anything dry or oily near it. And it even went further. To speak to or go near the sick brought infection and death to the living; and to touch the clothes or anything else the sick had touched or worn gave the disease to the person touching. " 

"Such fear took possession of the living that almost all of them avoided the sick and everything belonging to them, thinking they would then be safe.  They shut themselves up in houses where there were no sick, eating the finest food and drinking the best wine, allowing no news or discussion of death and sickness, and passing the time in music and pleasures. Others thought just the opposite. They spent day and night going from tavern to tavern, getting drunk, or went into abandoned houses, doing whatever they wanted. Most houses became common property and any stranger who went in made use of them as if he had owned them. But they still avoided the sick as much as possible. 

In this suffering and misery of our city, laws almost disappeared, for, like other men, those who enforced the laws were all dead or sick or shut inside their homes with their families. Every man was therefore able to do as he pleased. 

Many others did not shut themselves up, but walked around, carrying flowers or scented herbs or perfumes in their hands, believing that the whole air was infected with the smell of dead bodies, of sick persons and medicines. 

Others were more cruel. They thought they would be safe if they left the dead and dying immediately. Men and women abandoned their own city, their own houses, their relatives, and went to the countryside. They believed God's anger with the sins of people caused the plague and it would strike only those who remained within the walls of the city." 

"Hardly any neighbor helped others, relatives did not visit each other. Brother abandoned brother, and the uncle his nephew, and the sister her brother, and very often the wife her husband. What is even worse- fathers and mothers refused to see and care for their children. 

As a result, large numbers of sick men and women were left without any care, except from the help of a few friends, or a few greedy servants who demanded high wages to bring the sick what they asked for or watch over them when they were dying. And very often these servants lost their lives and their earnings. 

"The suffering of the lower and middle classes was even more pitiful. Most of them remained in their houses and fell sick by thousands. Since they received no care and attention, almost all of them died. Many ended their lives in the streets and many others who died in their houses were only known to be dead because the neighbors smelled their decaying bodies. Dead bodies filled every corner.  Workers, if they could get them, carried the bodies out of the houses and laid them at the door. Every morning large numbers of the dead could be seen. Then they were laid on carts and hauled away to the church graveyard.

So many corpses were brought to the churches every day and almost every hour that there was not enough ground to give them burial, especially since they wanted to bury each person in the family grave, according to the old custom. Although the cemeteries were full they were forced to dig huge trenches, where they buried the bodies by hundreds. Here they covered them with a little earth, until the whole trench was full." 
A Plague Story of 1665
 What was it like to live in a city with plague, when so many of your neighbors were dying that it seemed everyone would die?  The most famous story of the bubonic plague is A Journal of the Plague Year, which tells of the epidemic that struck London, England with terrible force in 1665.  The Journal is both history and fiction.  The author, Daniel Defoe, was only 5 years old in 1665, but he studied books written soon after the epidemic and talked to people who lived through it.  His book is more descriptive than most .
 In this portion, the story’s character wants to see a new grave for the plague victims even though there is danger of getting infected.

     “ In the beginning I went freely about the streets, though not so freely as to get myself into danger, except when they dug the great pit in the churchyard of Aldgate. A terrible pit it was, and I could not resist my curiosity to go and see it….Those who dug the pit thought it would be large enough to last for a month or more, and some people blamed the church officials for allowing such a large grave to be dug, telling them that they were making preparations to bury the whole town; but now we know the church officials knew the condition of the town very well: because, just as soon as the pit was finished, they began to bury the dead. 

    About the 10th of September  my curiosity made me go see this pit .  There were nearly 400 people in it. I did not go to see it in the daytime. All the bodies that were thrown in were immediately covered with earth by those that they called ‘the buriers’. I made up my mind to go in the night and see some of them thrown in.

      There was a strict order to prevent people coming to those pits, and that was only to prevent infection. But after some time that order became more necessary , because people that were infected and nearly dead or half crazy, would run to those pits, wrapped in blankets or rugs, and throw themselves in, and bury themselves.

     Within just two weeks, the pit I visited was full; they had thrown into it 1,114 bodies.


I got into the churchyard because I knew the church custodian who tried to persuade me not to go near the pit, telling me very seriously ( for he was a good, religious, and sensible man) that it was their business and duty to do this terrible work and to accept the risks. Since I had no reason to be there except my own curiosity, it was foolish considering the dangers. I told him I was determined to go, and that it might even be educational. The good man said, “if that is your reason, in the name of God go in; for, you can be sure it will be a lesson to you. It may be the best that you ever heard in your life. This lesson will speak to you,” says he, “and has a voice with it, and a loud one to call us all to change our ways”; and with that he opened the door and said ,”Go, if you will.”

    He shocked me a little and I waited a while, but then I saw two men carrying torches and heard the man sounding a bell to warn others they were coming, and then appeared a “dead- cart” as they called it, coming over the streets; so I could no longer resist my desire of seeing and went into the churchyard. When the men came up to the pit they saw a man walking back and forth, covered up in a brown coat, and making motions with his hands as if he was in great pain. He said nothing as he walked around, but two or three times groaned very deeply and loud, and sighed, as though his heart was breaking. The buriers found he was not infected and desperate, or a crazy person , but someone with a dreadful sorrow . His wife and several of his children were all in the cart that was just brought in.  He calmly said he would only see the bodies thrown in and go away, so they left him alone and began to unload the cart.  The cart was turned around and the bodies fell into the pit like a great lump, which was a surprise to him, for he expected they would have been decently laid in.  No sooner did he see the sight but he cried out aloud, unable to contain himself. I could not hear what he said, but he went backwards two or three steps and fell down and fainted. The buriers ran to him and took him up, and in a little while he came to. As the buriers led him away he looked into the pit again, but the bodies had been  immediately covered over, and nothing could be seen of his loved ones. They took him to the Tavern where the man was known, and people took care of him. 

      This was a sad scene indeed, but one other was awful and full of terror. A different cart had in it 16 or 17 bodies; some were wrapped up in  sheets, some in rags, some nearly naked, with clothing so loose that it fell off  them as they were unloaded from  the cart, falling quite naked among the rest. But none of this mattered to them, or to anyone else. They were all dead, and were to be huddled together into the common grave of mankind, as we may call it, for here there was no difference; poor and rich went together. There was no other way to bury them because there were not enough coffins for the vast numbers that died in such a tragedy as this. 
    The Black Death is often described as special or occurring only 1 time. You would think there had never been anything like it before or since. It has been called a “turning point in history’ that changed the way Europeans thought about themselves and the world. You would think that life had been wonderful and carefree until the Black Death came along to spoil everything. 


This is completely wrong . In fact, the Black Death was only one example of a “mortality crisis”, which means a time when there are a lot more deaths than usual in a given year. These could be caused by famines, wars, and  diseases. The Black Death was one of the biggest “mortality crises” ever, but these happened much more often in the past than they do now. As a result, people back then thought differently than many people do today about death. Today we associate death with old age. But in the past people didn’t live as long as they do today. And death often struck the very young. Because there were no vaccinations or medicines, children died of common childhood diseases like measles or strep throat. Basically, death was much more common in past societies than it is now, and people were much more used to it. That doesn’t mean that they didn’t worry about it or try to avoid it, but there wasn’t much they could do, compared to us. But they went on doing their work, falling in love, marrying and having children, and enjoying themselves, just as we do.


So why did these crises occur so often? And why was death so common in past societies? One big reason was diseases (like the Black Death) for which there were no cures. ( If antibiotics had existed in the 1300s, there would have been no Black Death.) But the biggest problem was the amount of food available. Until very recently most of the world’s people had to spend their entire lives growing food. Most people had very small farms, which produced barely enough to keep their families alive. Today we find this hard to imagine. Even if you have a garden, you probably don’t realize how much knowledge goes into growing things; it seems so obvious. But back then, people had no idea about fertilizers, or good strains of seeds, or irrigation, or any of the things modern farmers use to produce so much food. Nowadays-in America, about 2 percent of the people produce enough food to feed the other 98% percent.  There’s even a lot left over to export.  In the 1300s, it was the other way around: over 90% percent of the people had to produce food.  And even though they barely produced enough to feed their own families, lords and kings took some of it away.


If there was a drought, or the crops failed for some other reason, then the people in that area would starve to death.  Or they would be so undernourished that they were easy targets for diseases like the Black Death.  There simply wasn’t enough food to go around. Or if there was some extra food it might be hundreds of miles away, and transportation was too slow to get it where it was needed fast enough.

          People had no idea how to increase the food supply. They assumed that things had to be as they were: an acre of land could only produce so much, and that was that. So there had to be a  balance between the number of people and the amount of food. But this balance was constantly being upset, since in good years the population would grow. And then there would be a “mortality crisis” like the Black Death, in which many people died. Usually these crises were a lot smaller than the Black Death and only affected a particular region that had a crop failure, or a war, or a lord who took more than usual from the farmers. Many people would starve or die of diseases. After a lot of people had died, things would get better, for a while, since there would then be enough for everyone. But before long the cycle would begin again. 

        The Black Death of the 1300s reduced life expectancy for a while, but not by much. Many people killed by the plague would have died (of some other disease or starvation) only a few years later. The plague did make the hard life on small farms more miserable than it already was. (In fact, it may have improved things, since there was more land for the people who were left.) It was a very large “mortality crisis”, one that affected the whole of Europe at about the same time. But every region it hit had seen the same thing often before and would see many more mortality crises before they stopped happening.


Sometime after about 1600, Europe began to get a lot richer. They started realizing, especially in England and northwestern Europe, that an acre of land could produce five times the amount of food they’d managed to get out of it before, if they did the right things to it. This meant that the same land could support a much larger population. After a while, people moved off small farms and into cities and began to do things other than growing food, like the things we consider ordinary- working in factories and shops and offices. Learning the importance of staying clean and new medicines made it possible to control epidemic diseases, and the number of “mortality crises” steadily went down.


Now, even though only a very small percentage of its people grow food, Europe has a population of 500 million, 10 times larger than in 1400 ! America has nearly 300 million. And China and India and Africa have huge populations. Could this kind of epidemic happen again ? It DID !! In 1918 a flu virus wiped out at least 20 million people, and maybe as many as 40 million !! Scientists still don’t know exactly how or why it was so powerful, but they are discovering that birds seem to start it and then humans get it. And the disease changes each year, so it is hard to keep up with new effective medicines. If a  deadly flu came back, and we had no medicine for it,  it could wipe out hundreds of millions of people ! 

JUST LIKE THE BLACK DEATH !!
