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Chapter 10 – Section 4
The Late Middle Ages


Male Narrator: It would take about six days from the bite of an infected flea for the tell tale swellings, the buboes, to appear on a victim’s neck, groin or armpits, accompanied by violent fever and agonizing pain. The immune system would be overwhelmed within a week. If the infection reached the lungs death came after just a couple of days of bloody coughing. Anyone who inhaled even the tiniest droplet of mucus would be doomed to suffer in their turn. No one would have known it at the time, but the tightly packed streets, alleys and houses of a place like Bristol, made a perfect factory farm for the bacillus. Vermin crawling with fleas lived alongside the population of people and animals. The nibble of a flea was a common irritation in this lousy ant heap world and even when the buboes appeared there was no reason to suppose that fleas or rats were responsible, but there was no doubt about what would happen next. The youngest, and the oldest and the poorest, those with the least resistance would be taken first, but then everyone else too. In a town this ripe for infection almost half the population would have perished in the first year, among them fifteen of Bristol’s fifty two city councilors, their names struck through as they died. Physicians and Herbalists lost no time in devising recipes for pomanders and potions to guard against infection or even to act as an antidote for the stricken. Five cups of roux if it be a man and if it be a woman leave out the roux. Five little blades of columbine, a great quantity of marigold flowers, an egg that is newly laid and make a whole in one end and blow out all that is within and lay it to the fire and roast it till ground to powder but do not burn it and brew all these herbs with good ale, but do not strain them, and the make the sick drink it for three evenings and mornings. If they hold it in their stomach they shall have life.
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