
Year 7 Half Term 4- Black Death and Medieval England Knowledge Organiser

Key terms Definitions

Black Death Similar words include Plague, Pestilence and the Great Dying. A disease in the 
medieval period 

Villein/Serf A peasant who owns no land, is tied to a lord. They are often the poorest and 
have the fewest rights in medieval society.

Feudal 
System

A hierarchy where land is given in exchange for services/money. The King is at 
the top, followed by lords, followed by peasants. 

Trade 
Routes

a long-distance route along which commercial goods are transported.

Bubonic 
Plague 

Infectious disease caused by the bacterium Yersinia pestis and is transmitted to 
humans from infected rats by rat fleas. 

What was life like in the 14th century before the Black Death? 
- Most medieval people lived rurally, in the countryside 
- The church and religion held a central place in society. Almost everyone was devoutly religious, people were very 
concerned about the afterlife and whether they would go to heaven. 
- Women in Medieval Europe had very few legal rights when they got married. 
- With an excess of people seeking food, land and jobs, life was hard for the most people in the 1340s. 
- The freedom of the common villein villagers was constrained in many ways. The unfree were legally the property of 
their lords who had the right in law to control many aspects of their lives (they were not allowed to leave the village 
without permission, could get fines for getting married without permission.
- Lives were much shorter – people lived until about 50 if they were lucky.

Spread of the Plague  
- Originated in the Asiatic Steppes in the 1340s 
- The disease was carried by rats and spread by fleas
- Black buboes developed on people’s skin which were full of black pus
- October 1347 – The Plague reached the  Mediterranean Sea. 
- Spring 1348 – The Plague had spread to European cities like Paris with many infected and dying.
- Midsummer 1348 – letters were being sent out by English Bishops to warn English people of the 
advancing plague 
- 1348 – The Plague reached Bristol and Weymouth 
- November 1348 - London has been struck by the plague. 
- Easter 1349 – The Plague reached the village of Walsham
1350 - At the end of 1350 nearly two and a half million people were dead. 1 in 3 people in Britain 
had died. The plague had reached northern Scotland and Scandinavia. 

How did people respond to the Plague?   
Medieval people did not have the scientific knowledge about disease that we now have today. 

They did not know how germs/bacteria can cause disease. They did not understand that plague was spread by rats and 
fleas. Without this, people had to try and come up with ways of responding to the Black Death. 

- Church services were held every day to pray for Forgiveness - they thought God sent the plague
- Ships arriving from infected ports were required to sit at anchor for 40 days before landing. 
- People thought the Black Death was caused by ‘Miasma’ or bad smells
- Tried to make sure that the dying received a proper Christian burial so they could go to heaven. 
- Some records indicate that some communities tried their best to continue life as normal. 

Arguments that the Black Death was a complete Disaster 
- Throughout Europe, some Christians wrongly believed that Jewish people were causing the Black Death. 2,000 Jews 

were burnt alive on 14 February 1349 in the Strasbourg massacre.
- People did not understand the true cause of the disease, without the proper medical knowledge, medieval people 

were not able to find a effective treatment or preventive measure to the plague. 
- Some, so desperate were they to avoid infection, threw the bodies of their loved ones into ditches and fields, where 

they were collected like rubbish and thrown in common pits.
- People at the time thought that the world was ending. So many people died that many homes, fields and towns 

became deserted.
- Some people lost all of their loved ones to the plague and they worried whether they would go to heaven if they did 

not receive a proper burial. 
- Just as life started to return to normal there was another outbreak of plague in 1560, killing 10% of the population. 

Recurring plague outbreaks meant that for hundreds of years the population never fully recovered. 
- People became too afraid to talk to their neighbours for fear of catching the Plague.
- It killed between 30-40% of the entire population of England (as high as 2,000,000 dead). 
- King Edward III was very worried by the changes brought by the Plague. In 1349 he passed a new law, the Ordinance 

of Labourers. It tried to force peasants to work for pre-plague (lower) wages

Arguments that the Black Death was NOT a complete Disaster 
- With so many left dead, the demand for workers skyrocketed after the plague. 
- After 1349 the feudal system began a steady decline. Peasants started demanding better 

treatment and rights from their lords. 
- Even many years after the Plague, workers retained (kept) much of the improved bargaining 

power that the Plague had given them. Wages stayed high as workers remained very few.
- Survivors of the plague had the opportunity, for the first time, to acquire substantially more 

land and become wealthier. 
- With less people alive there would have been enough food for all.  
- The demand for workers drew many women into the labour force. Women experienced 

growing social and economic opportunities. For example, Olivia Cranmer’s husband died and 
she inherited large amounts of land. She became a good businesswoman. 


