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Imagine if you will the scene, back in the distant mists of time, when a humble lowborn creature finds herself on trial before the French Parliament, the most powerful court in the land. Her crime? A simple act of self-defence; resisting the brutal and unprovoked attack of her powerful landowning master. 

Born into a life of servitude and toil, our hapless defendant has been driven to breaking point. So, viciously beaten one time too often, she snaps. Maybe she has been punished for lethargy or perhaps a reluctance to do her master’s bidding? Whatever the reason, mindless of the consequences, she turns on her tormentor and by that one rebellious act, her fate is sealed. The beastly reaction to the wretched abuse that has blighted every day of her sorry life leaves her master bloody and dying. Before she can make good her escape, she is apprehended. Lacking legal representation and unable to understand the charges laid against her, she stands, shackled, chained and cowed as the court passes sentence. 

She is to be hung by the neck until dead. 

At the presiding judge’s behest, she is allowed one final plea in her defence. What does she say? Perhaps she seeks to excuse her actions on the grounds of provocation or maybe she appeals to a higher moral arbiter for mercy? No, she does not. A single word is uttered to the assembled jurors, the crème de la crème of the nobility, the great and the good.

“Moo.”

In mediaeval Europe, it was deemed a criminal offence for an animal to attack a human being. Accused of the heinous crime of murder, it was decided that the rebellious heifer should be tried before the national parliament, where she was duly convicted and sentenced to death. Other beasts faced judgement by lesser courts, although no records survive to say whether any managed to bleat the rap and trot freely from the dock. But times have changed. Or have they? 

As we stand at the foothills of a new millennium blighted by a banking crisis, Brexit, the Covid pandemic and a plethora of unholy wars, we rightly turn our attention to an apocalyptic crisis looming on the horizon – the threat of global warming with the famine and discord this will bring. Blinkered by the times in which we live, we ignore the fact that history has a tendency to repeat itself. Lessons can and should be learnt. For the fact is that we have been here before, seven or so hundred years ago – a period we wrongly dismiss as the Dark Ages. The reality is that rather than being uncivilised, the middle ages heralded the dawn of enlightenment. Indeed, without Geoffrey Chaucer’s Canterbury Tales and William Langland’s Piers Plowman, it could be argued that the rich language in which William Shakespeare expressed his genius and sharp wit might never have existed. Make no bones about it, the fourteenth century witnessed a cultural revolution. This was spearheaded by a handful  of free thinkers who shared a mission to make God’s word the universal property of man. For it was the translation of the Bible into the common tongue that ultimately led to the breakdown of the established order and laid the seeds of social emancipation that bore fruit in the centuries to come. And two brave pioneering scholars led the way – John Wycliffe and Sir Edward Foxxe. 

Just as there was one King of England, there was but one church governed by The Pope. So two great powers cohabited the land, one temporal and one spiritual. These coexisted uneasily, locked into a pragmatic alliance of convenience. The body of every subject belonged directly or indirectly to the crown and his soul belonged to the church. This was all well and good as long as church and state walked hand in hand, but as and when the interests of the two diverged, loyalty to one or the other came into question.

Largely uneducated and isolated in the rural communities from which they were legally forbidden to move, the peasant population relied upon the teachings of their local priest to interpret God’s word as written in the bible, a remote and magical work existing only in the formal Latin of Saint Jerome’s official third century Vulgate translation. In reality, many priests were ill-educated and barely literate. Relying upon anecdote and fairy tale as much as Gospel for the substance of their sermons; they were in truth little more than holy tax collectors acting to fill the coffers of the papal treasury. 

At the turn of the century, England and France were engaged in a power struggle that would eventually erupt in the Hundred Years War that began in 1339 and which some tabloid newspapers would have us believe continues to this day. With the papacy firmly ensconced in Avignon following Philip II of France’s takeover of The Holy See, concern was growing across the English channel that the heavy church taxes levied on Albion were being diverted to fund the army of the French enemy. But this was not the only cause for discontent; it had always been an implied bargain that in return for tithes and taxes, Christ, as represented by the church, would tend his pastoral flock and keep them safe from harm. But a series of unholy disasters made previously pious worshippers question the holy compact promoted by the priesthood. 

Concerns about climate change are not new. In the early years of the fourteenth century, late winters and wet summers became more frequent throughout Europe until, in the spring of 1315, disaster struck. Heavy rains fell and then fell some more. The seed rotted in the ground and the resulting poor harvest was wholly inadequate to feed the rapidly growing population of England, by this time numbering around five million. Whatever could be eaten was eaten, including roots and bark and grasses, but this was nothing new; famine was a constant threat to a nation wholly reliant upon crops for subsistence. What turned this disaster into a catastrophe was that one unusually barren year was followed by another and another until, by early 1317, up to fifteen percent of the inhabitants of the British Isles had perished from starvation. The malnourished survivors lacked oxen with which to pull the plough and were desperately short of seed corn to plant. Although there were now fewer mouths to feed, the task of restoring the harvests to the level of earlier years was beyond a depleted workforce. It was not until 1325, eight long years after the first crop failure, that production reached the levels seen before the years of the great famine.

Barely had the economy of Europe begun to recover from the calamitous floods of 1315 and 1316 than a catastrophe of unimaginable proportions struck. Within the space of four short years, the Black Death decimated the continent to an extent that we cannot begin to imagine. Where it came from, exactly what it was and precisely how many died will never be known. Stories abound; for example, that the rampaging Mongols were besieging the Genoese trading outpost of Kaffa when a virulent sickness broke out, leaving five thousand dead and forcing their retreat. Their parting gesture was to catapult the bodies of plague victims into the beleaguered town and by this means the sickness was literally foisted upon the citizens of the Black Sea garrison. Whether or not the tale is true, what is certain is that early in 1347, a dozen Genoese galleys docked in the Sicilian port of Messina and the feverish sailors disembarked carrying a disease that would wipe out between one third and one half of the population of the continent over the following three years.

The Florentine poet Giovanni Boccaccio lived through these times, and in his Decameron relates a tale of seven ladies and three gentlemen who leave the city for their garden villa. They each tell ten stories and the backdrop to the first is the plague. “. . . in men and women alike there appeared, at the beginning of the malady, certain swellings, either on the groin or under the armpits, whereof some waxed to the bigness of a common apple, others to the size of an egg, some more and some less, and these the vulgar named, plague-boils.” 

Imagine the horror of seeing a neighbour, a relative or even your closest kith and kin exhibiting the deadly symptoms and knowing the certain outcome. Boccaccio was one of only twenty-five in every hundred of the more than one hundred thousand citizens of Florence to survive. His account is chilling. “One man shunned another . . . kinsfolk held aloof, brother was forsaken by brother, oftentimes husband by wife; nay, what is more, and scarcely to be believed, fathers and mothers were found to abandon their own children to fate, untended, unvisited as if they had been strangers.”

The social geography of Europe was changed beyond recognition, and questions started to be asked for which the church
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