
  
    
      RATS, FLEAS, AND THE PLAGUE THAT CHANGED THE WORLD

      THE STORY OF THE BLACK DEATH FOR KIDS

    

    
      
        JOHN MILLER

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Introduction: A Mystery Sweeps Across the World

      

    

    
      
        1. What Was the Black Death?

      

      
        2. Where Did It Come From?

      

      
        3. Life Before the Plague

      

      
        4. The Plague Arrives

      

      
        5. How People Tried to Stop It

      

      
        6. Heroes and Helpers

      

      
        7. What Happened to Families and Towns

      

      
        8. How the World Changed

      

      
        9. Could It Happen Again?

      

      
        10. Learning From the Past

      

    

    
      
        Appendix

      

      
        Glossary

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            INTRODUCTION: A MYSTERY SWEEPS ACROSS THE WORLD

          

        

      

    

    
      Before the Black Death swept across continents, the world looked very different from today. There were no cars, no electricity, and no internet. People didn't have phones or televisions. Most kids didn't go to school, and most families lived in small villages or towns made of wood and stone, not big cities full of skyscrapers. Life was busy, but in a completely different way.

      In the 1300s, most people worked with their hands. If your family lived in the countryside, chances are you worked on a farm. That meant getting up at sunrise, feeding animals, planting crops, and doing chores from morning until night. There weren’t tractors or machines to help. Everything was done the hard way—with shovels, hoes, and a whole lot of sweat. Even children helped out, sometimes by scaring birds away from the fields or fetching water from a well.

      Families didn’t go to the grocery store to buy food. They grew it. Bread was made from wheat they harvested. Vegetables were picked from gardens they planted. Meat came from animals they raised themselves. If a storm ruined the crops or disease killed the animals, there was no backup plan. People just went hungry.

      Towns were often crowded and noisy. Streets were narrow and packed with carts, animals, and people selling everything from fish to cloth. Horses and donkeys clomped through the mud, pulling wooden wagons. Markets were the busiest places. You might hear people shouting prices, chickens squawking, and bells ringing as blacksmiths hammered metal into tools.

      But there was something missing—cleanliness. Cities didn’t have sewers, which meant that waste and dirty water often ended up right in the street. Trash was tossed out of windows. If you walked through town, you had to watch your step or you might end up in something very unpleasant. The smell? Let's just say it wasn’t great.

      Most homes didn’t have windows made of glass. They were dark, damp, and smoky from fires used for cooking and warmth. Beds were stuffed with straw. If you were lucky, you shared one with your siblings. If not, you might sleep on a pile of hay or a bench. There weren’t bathrooms either. People used chamber pots or went outside.

      Clothing was simple. Peasants—regular working people—usually wore wool or linen. If you were rich, you might wear fancier fabrics, maybe even velvet or silk, but those were rare. Most people had just one or two outfits that they wore again and again. Washing clothes was hard work, and soap wasn’t easy to come by.

      Now, let’s talk about travel. Horses were fast, but only the rich had them. Most people walked everywhere. Long trips could take days or weeks. Roads were often muddy and unsafe. If you were going to another town, you might join a group for protection from bandits or wild animals.

      School wasn’t something most kids got to do. Rich boys might be taught to read and write, especially if they were going to work in the church or government someday. Girls were usually taught to run a household—how to cook, sew, and take care of children. Poor families needed their kids to work. Books were rare and expensive because they were written by hand. That’s right—no printers yet!

      And speaking of the church, religion was a huge part of everyday life. Nearly everyone believed in God and followed the teachings of the church. People went to church regularly, and many believed that illness or bad weather was a punishment for doing something wrong. Since science wasn’t well understood, people often blamed things they couldn’t see or explain.

      Life could be fun, too. There were festivals with music and dancing, puppet shows, and games like dice or checkers. People told stories and sang songs. In the evenings, families might sit around the fire and talk or listen to someone play a lute or tell a tale about knights and dragons. Even if times were tough, people still found ways to laugh and enjoy themselves.

      But life could also be harsh. Medical care wasn’t what it is today. If someone got sick or injured, there weren’t hospitals with trained doctors and modern medicine. People used herbs, prayers, and sometimes very odd treatments. Surgery? That was a last resort, and there were no painkillers.

      Wars happened often. Kings and queens ruled over countries, and they sometimes fought each other for land or power. Soldiers rode into battle with swords and armor. For regular people, war meant higher taxes, stolen crops, or even danger to their families.

      In the middle of all this was trade. Merchants traveled between cities and countries, selling silk from China, spices from India, and gold from Africa. Ships sailed across the Mediterranean Sea and wagons rolled down dusty roads. Along with goods, they carried something else—stories, ideas, and sometimes, diseases.

      A strange and deadly sickness begins to spread

      The first people who got sick probably didn’t think much of it. Maybe they had a fever or felt weak. That sort of thing happened all the time. A person might get better, or they might not. Illness was just part of life. But this time, something was different. The sickness was faster. It hit harder. And it didn’t stop.

      At first, it was just a few people—sailors on a ship, maybe a merchant or two. Then their families started to get sick. Then neighbors. Then whole streets. People who had been walking around just days before were suddenly too weak to stand. Some had lumps on their necks or under their arms. These lumps grew bigger and more painful by the hour. Some people called them “buboes,” and they were dark, swollen, and awful to look at.

      Others started coughing, and not just a regular cough—the kind that rattled in their chest and sometimes brought up blood. Once that happened, there wasn’t much anyone could do. And if the bleeding started under the skin or in other parts of the body, it often meant the person wouldn’t last more than a day or two.

      People were terrified. One day your neighbor might be chatting in the marketplace, and the next, you’d hear that they were gone. The sickness didn’t care if you were rich or poor, young or old. It didn’t matter if you lived in a castle or a tiny hut. Once it reached your town, it moved fast.

      No one understood why it was happening. There were no doctors who knew how to stop it. People had never seen anything like it. Some said it was a punishment from God. Others blamed bad air or strange weather. There were even people who thought certain groups were poisoning wells. That led to anger and blame, which only made things worse.

      Merchants and travelers tried to leave infected areas, but that just helped the disease spread farther. They didn’t know they were carrying it with them—on their clothes, in their bodies, or even on the fleas hiding in their packs. They thought they were running away to safety, but instead, they brought the sickness with them to every new place they went.

      Ships brought it to port towns. From there, it rode along trade routes, traveling with wagons and caravans. Villages that had never seen a foreign merchant before were suddenly hit by the plague. People didn’t understand how something could move so quickly without being seen. They couldn’t spot germs under a microscope, because microscopes hadn’t been invented yet. They didn’t even know germs existed.

      At first, people tried to stay calm. But as the death toll rose, fear took over. In some towns, people locked their doors and refused to help even their own neighbors. Others left everything behind and fled into the countryside, hoping to escape the disease. But sometimes, even out in the quiet of the fields and forests, the plague found them.

      Not everyone ran, though. Some people stayed to care for the sick, even when it meant risking their lives. There were priests who gave comfort, nurses who tried to help, and parents who refused to leave their children. These brave people were often the first to get sick—but they stayed anyway.

      Entire families disappeared in just a few days. Streets fell silent. Shops closed. Bells tolled again and again, ringing for each person who had died. In some places, there weren’t enough people left to bury the dead properly. Graves were dug quickly. Some towns hired carts to carry away the bodies. The air filled with the scent of burning herbs, which people believed would protect them. It didn’t.

      Still, the sickness kept spreading. It crossed borders and climbed mountains. It drifted into villages hidden behind hills and traveled across oceans. No one could stop it. Even kings and queens lost family members. Even cities with high walls couldn’t keep it out.
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            WHAT WAS THE BLACK DEATH?

          

        

      

    

    
      It’s a name that sounds like something out of a scary story—short, dark, and kind of chilling. Just hearing the words “Black Death” might make you picture shadows, fear, or something that crept across the land without warning. But what did the name really mean? And where did it come from?

      Back in the 1300s, people didn’t call it the Black Death right away. They had other names for it—names like “the pestilence,” “the great plague,” or “the great mortality.” Those were the kinds of words people used to describe something that was killing millions and changing life everywhere it went. The name “Black Death” actually came much later, hundreds of years after the plague had already come and gone. It wasn’t something the people at the time came up with on day one.

      Still, the name stuck. And when people today hear about that time in history, “Black Death” is the name they remember. It’s strange, really, how two little words can carry so much weight.

      Now, let’s break it down. Why “black”? Why “death”?

      “Death” is the easy part to understand. The sickness killed a lot of people—more than most wars or disasters in history. It moved fast and didn’t care who you were. The word “death” reminded everyone just how serious it was. That part of the name made sense.

      The “black” part is more mysterious. Some say it had to do with how the disease looked on the body. People who were sick sometimes developed dark blotches under their skin. Blood vessels burst. Fingers and toes turned black as tissue died. The body changed in ways that were frightening to see. That color—deep, bruised, almost like charcoal—might have been why later writers called it “black.”

      But “black” didn’t only mean the color. In those days, black was often used to describe something awful or cursed. If something terrible happened, it might be called a “black day.” If someone did something cruel, it might be called a “black deed.” The color black was linked to fear, mystery, and danger—not just in what people saw, but in how they felt.

      There’s another idea, too. Some scholars believe the name came from a Latin phrase that meant “terrible death.” When people started translating old books and letters into other languages, they may have misunderstood or changed the words over time. “Terrible death” could have become “black death” just through confusion or guesswork. It’s hard to say exactly when that switch happened, but by the 1600s, the name was showing up in history books, and by the 1800s, people used it all the time.

      Even though the name came later, it still fits. It captures what that time felt like: dark, frightening, and full of loss. But it also reminds people what was survived. Even in all that darkness, people kept going. The name might sound gloomy, but it doesn’t erase the stories of hope, courage, and change.

      It’s also worth thinking about how names shape how we talk about things. If it had been called something else—like “the big sickness” or “the spreading fever”—would people today remember it as clearly? Probably not. Names have power. They stick in our minds. They make things feel more real. That’s why we still say “Black Death” even after all these years.

      Kids still talk about it in school, in books, and in conversations because the name feels unforgettable. It’s not just a name from a dusty textbook. It tells you right away that something huge happened. And it makes people want to know more.

      But names can also bring up big feelings. They can make something seem scarier or sadder than it was. That’s why it’s important to understand the meaning behind the words—not just what they sound like. When you know where a name came from, you can talk about it more clearly. You can ask better questions, dig deeper, and share what you’ve learned without just repeating scary words.

      That’s one of the best things about learning history. It helps you look at words, stories, and facts in a smarter way. Instead of just hearing “Black Death” and thinking “scary disease,” you start to ask: What really happened? Why do we still talk about it? How did people feel at the time? That turns a name into a conversation—and those conversations help us connect with the past in a way that actually means something.

      The symptoms

      The sickness didn’t start with a loud bang or a giant warning sign. It started quietly, like a shadow creeping in when no one was looking. A person might feel tired one day—just a little more worn out than usual. Maybe their head ached, or their body felt heavy. At first, they might have thought it was nothing. But then came the fever.

      The fever burned hot and fast. People would sweat through their clothes, shiver uncontrollably, and feel like they were boiling and freezing at the same time. Their mouths dried up, and even drinking water didn’t help much. Their hearts beat faster. Breathing could become harder. They felt dizzy and weak, like all their strength had drained out.

      Then came the pain. Not just a regular ache, but sharp, throbbing pain in places like the neck, under the arms, and between the legs. That’s where the lumps started to show up. These weren’t tiny bumps. They were swollen, tender knots under the skin—sometimes the size of an egg, or even a small apple. These lumps were called “buboes,” and they gave the disease its other name: bubonic plague.

      The buboes were hot to the touch and filled with pus. They hurt to move, and they hurt even more to touch. Sometimes they broke open, leaking fluids. Sometimes they just sat there, growing bigger and more painful. People couldn’t sleep. They
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