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THE BLACK DEATH’S JOUVRIIE

by Diana Childress

“We see death coming into our
midst like black smoke,” wrote the
poet Jeuan Gethin, when plague
invaded Wales in March 1349. This
“rootless phantom which has no
mercy” was especially frightening for
those who witnessed it because they
knew it was somehow contagious, but
no one could halt or explain its
relentless spread across Europe.
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EASTERN BEGINNINGS

The earliest evidence of the Black Death lies
in a cemetery in what was once a prosperous town
near Lake Issyk-Kul on the fabled Silk Road in
Central Asia. An unusually large number of graves
there are dated 1338 and 1339. Three headstones
mentioning the cause of death provide a clue about
why so many people died: the plague.

Did the Black Death originate near Issyk-
Kul? No one knows for sure. Most medieval
writers say that the plague began in the east. They
name places like Cathay (China), India, Turkey,
and “the land of the Saracens.” Modern historians
agree that the epi.demic started in Asia — more
specifically, somewhere on the central steppes or
in the Himalayan lowlands on the border of India
and China. In both regions, the plague bacterium,
Yersinia pestis, has long thrived among wild
marmots, ground squirrels, and gerbils.

ON THE MOVE

How did the disease travel from wild rodents
to humans? According to early accounts, before
the Black Death broke out, earthquakes, floods,
and famines devastated Asia. One theory is that
these disasters drove wild animals into villages
and towns in search of food. Fleas then spread
plague germs to rats. Many types of fleas defecate
as they feed, and their victims work the infection
into their skin by scratching the itchy bite.

When rats died of the plague, their fleas
hunted for new hosts. Since rats nested in the
adobe (sun-dried brick) walls and thatched roofs
of medieval houses, the next meal for these fleas

often came from people. The rat flea, Xenopsylla
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bacterium into its host.

The disease spread more easily if an infected
person’s lungs started filling up with plague
bacteria. Then, every cough and sneeze spewed
germs into the air, spreading pneumonic plague
directly to others.

If they are not among the lucky few who
recover, people and rats soon die of the plague,
but infected fleas can lurk in a rat’s nest, barnyard
manure, or bedding and clothing for many months
without eating. A medieval writer was not far
wrong when he wrote that “even the houses or
clothes of the victims could kill.”

Plague germs also remain alive for more than
five months in dried particles of sputum (a blood
and saliva mixture coughed up by victims). They
live still longer in the droppings of diseased
rats. Thus, cloth, grain,
‘\\ furs, and hides kept
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in rat-infested ware-houses soon became
delayed-action “plague bombs” waiting to
go off. An account tells how four soldiers
learned the hard way about contaminated
goods. Looting houses in a deserted town,
they stole a fleece off a bed and later slept
under it. They were dead by morning.
Commercial caravans,
Mongol armies, and other
wayfarers “carried” the Black
Death in their baggage as they
crisscrossed Asia. By 1345, it
had traveled from Issyk-Kul
to Sarai and Astrakhan, the
major cities of the Golden
Horde (a part of the Mongol
Empire that is today

southwestern Russia).

FROM ASIA TO THE
MEDITERRANEAN

At the time, Italian merchants from
Genoa and Venice had established trading
posts at Kaffa, a city on the Crimean
peninsula that juts out into the Black Sea.
Since the mid-1200s, their galleys had
transported Asian horses, furs, and slaves
to Syria and Egypt, and silks and spices to
Italy. When plague began to spread to the
Crimea, many of the Europeans tried to
escape by sea, but the Black Death sailed
with them.

The following summer, plague broke
out in Constantinople. From there, it
crossed the Mediterranean region. That fall,
ships brought the plague to Alexandria,
Egypt, one arriving with only 45 of its

oriﬁinal crew of 332 men still alive.
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Another fleet came to Messina, Sicily, its
crew so ill that a chronicle reports that the
men had “sickness clinging to their very
bones.”

The epidemic reached Genoa on New
Year’s Eve 1347 aboard three galleys laden
with spices from the East. On discovering
that many seamen were sick, the Genoese
chased the ships from the port with
“burning arrows and engines of war.”
Plague-ridden rats, however, had already
jumped ship. The galleys sailed off along
the coast of France, still hoping to find a
place to sell their deadly merchandise.

FOLLOWING THE TRADE
ROVTES

Following 14th-century trade routes,
the Black Death swept across Europe,
North Africa, and the Middle East. After it
assaulted the seaports, smaller boats carried
it to neighboring towns and to river ports

far inland. It could not be stopped.

Although some towns refused entry to
travelers from infected areas, and people
learned to mistrust “plague goods,” few
noticed the dead rats, and no one thought
of the fleas.

Reports of plague in 1348 show how
the circles of infection widened. In the east,
it hit Cyprus, Aleppo, Damascus,
Jerusalem, and even pilgrims visiting
Mecca. From Genoa and Venice it crept
down the Italian boot toward Florence and
Rome. Going west, it struck Marseilles,
Tunis, and Barcelona. By June, the
epidemic was storming Paris, causing the
French royal family to flee to Rouen, where
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it soon followed. That summer, it overran Germany, Poland, and Hungary, and crossed the channel to
southern England.

Winter did not slow its progress. The weather was unusually mild and wet, perhaps warm enough
for fleas living on house rats to remain active. Huddled indoors, people were also exposed to air
contaminated both by those suffering from pneumonic plague and by the dust from rodent droppings.

As the disease moved northward through England, citizens of Lincoln wrote wills at 30 times the
normal annual rate. At first, the Scots avoided the plague, but when they assembled troops to invade
England, pestilence struck, perhaps imported by soldiers from France.

The Black Death landed in Scandinavia on a ship carrying wool from London to Norway. The ship
had run aground near Bergen because all the crew had died. From there, plague spread across Norway,

into Sweden, and across the Baltic Sea to Russia.
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THE JOURNEY ENDS

In 1350, plague peaked in Scotland and Scandinavia, while in southern Spain, it killed King Alfonso
XI of Castile. The following year, it stretched to Greenland, where it helped wipe out the Norwegian
colony, and to Yemen, at the tip of the Arabian peninsula. In 1353, it closed in on Moscow, killing both
the patriarch of the Russian church and the grand duke of Muscovy.

Finally, the Black Death petered out somewhere in Kiev, having come almost full circle back to
Kaffa. During its long rampage, between one third and one half of the population of Europe, North
Africa, and the Middle East died. No natural disaster before or since has caused such devastation of

human life over such a large area. It was one of the greatest catastrophes in human history.
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To his brother, the only one of 35 monks left
alive in his monastery, Petrarch predicted that
generations to come would not believe tales of such
horrors. "O happy people of the future, who have
not known these miseries and perchance will class
our testimony with the fables." As he watched those
close to him die of the disease, he listed Giovanni
Boccaccio (A.D. 1313-1375) as his only surviving
friend.

Boccaccio, a giant of European literature, lost
his father and many friends to the disease. The
introduction to his book Decameron, his chief work,
contains a very moving account of this horrific
calamity. In the Decameron, 10 people flee Florence
during the time of the Black Death. They describe
how they would rule the world if given the chance to
be king or queen. Each one ends his or her tale with
a canzone (song) as the others dance. Boccaccio
expressed the feelings of those who tried to escape
the terrors of the Black Death by devoting themselves
to frantic entertainment.

England's Geoffrey Chaucer (A.D. 1340-1400)
was another survivor who incorporated the theme of
the Black Death into his literary masterpiece The

Canterbury Tales. Chaucer was only seven years old
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when the plague first struck. The nightmarish memory
of dead bodies and disaster from this childhood remained
with him forever. The Canterbury Tales is a series of
stories told by pilgrims on their way to Canterbury
Cathedral, as the Black Death raged about them.

The English monk-poet William Langland (A.D.
1332-1400), author of Piers Plowman, linked current
political and social evils to the Black Death. He ridiculed
greedy priests who abandoned poor parishes to go to
London to sing requiem masses, "since silver is sweet."

Pope Clement VI (A.D. 1291-1352), lived in
Avignon, France. His physician, who caught the disease
but recovered, believed it was so contagious that people
could contract it just by looking at one another. "The
father did not visit the son nor the son his father. Charity
was dead, and hope crushed."

Groups of men and women known as flagellants
began parading through Europe's cities, whipping
themselves with leather thongs tipped with metal spikes
attached to a stick to atone for their sins. The flagellant
movement was especially strong in Germany. Clement

soon saw that it was out of control. In 1349, he issued a
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