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John Kelly and 





distinguished scientists. 





Between 1000 and 1250, the population doubled, tripled, and even quadrupled. Around 1300, Europe held at least 75 million, up from 26 million during the Dark Ages. In France, the population jumped from five million to about 16 to 24 million; in England, from a million and a half to five to six to seven million. 


As the population grew, trade revived. In the year 1000, an Italian merchant had virtually no chance of doing business in England. By 1280 a trader – or a pathogen – could travel through reinvigorated, reconnected Europe with relative ease. Another important innovation was a new crop rotation system, which kept more of the land under cultivation during the year.


However, coupled with the environmental impacts of the Little Optimum and the Little Ice Age, over-reliance on certain crops and foodstuffs would prove disastrous. When wheat and rye crops failed, the population did as well. The Great Famine, the collective name for the crop failures, was a tremendous human tragedy. A half-million people died in England; perhaps 10 to 14 percent of the overall population in Europe died of starvation. In Italy especially, malnutrition remained widespread and chronic, right until the eve of the plague.  


Several “common practices” – including widespread violence, disorder, malnutrition, and filth – seemed to contribute directly to the spread of the plague.  Early medieval Europeans washed or changed their clothes only once or twice a year, thusly reducing all Europeans to veritable Petri dishes of bacterial growth. By the early Fourteenth Century, so much filth had collected inside urban Europe that French and Italian cities were naming streets after human waste. In medieval Paris, several streets were inspired by merde, the French word for “shit”. There were rue Merdeux, rue Merdelet, rue Merdusson, rue des Merdons, and rue Merdiere – as well as a rule du Pipi. 


Often, dead animals were abandoned where they fell, left to boil in the summer sun, to be picked over by rats and ransacked by neighboring children, who yanked bones from decaying oxen and cows and carved them into dice. Additionally, medieval death and burial practices of laying the dead in front of the family home to solicit contributions and allow for mourner to pay their respects, undoubtedly led to the spread of disease, a practice that was curbed through the advocacy of plague pits. 
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