Plague and pestilence 
“In this year a plague of a kind which had never been met before ravaged our land of England………To our grief the plague carried off so vast a multitude of both people..that no one could be found who would bear the corpses to the grave and women carried their own children on their shoulders to the church and threw them in a common pit.  From these pits such an appalling stench was given off that hardly anyone dare even to walk beside the cemeteries.”    William Dene a monk at Rochester Cathedral .  1348

Doubtless many of us have heard of the gruesome ‘black death’ or ‘plague’ which ravaged England in sporadic outbreaks during medieval times, but where did it come from and what affect did it have on the relatively remote and dispersed settlements of the Kent Downs? 

We now know that the black death, so called because of the black pustules that formed under the skin, was a bacteria whose main carriers were fleas living on black rats and humans.  It is believed that this ‘bubonic’ form of the plague originally started in China in the early 1330’s but by 1347 the disease found it’s way into Europe through trading ships.  Within another year the dreaded plague had reached England……  

With the proximity of the bustling towns and cities of  Canterbury, Rochester, London and the closeness of the cinque ports and main trading routes into the continent, our downland dwellers would have been quaking in their boots at the merest hint of a sniffling tradesman passing through their village.   In all likelihood the dispersed nature of farmsteads and relatively better sanitation, when compared with the ‘chlostrophobic and bustling towns, would have meant  that the spread of disease was at least patchy and sporadic.  Some country parishes may have escaped particular epidemics altogther when the plague was raging in a nearby town.  

Nevertheless, despite the remoteness of some of the downland villages, it would have been the passage of travellers and merchants and the chance minglings of neighbouring villagers that would have provided a first class ticket for any self respecting plague germ and few settlements would have escaped the heavy toll on the local population.  A study of burial registers, parish records and property documents of some of our downland villages tells an interesting story……

The records for the village of Chartham do not specifically mention the black death but local historians are able to draw conclusions from documents which refer to the number of tenants holding land in the mid 14th century.  These suggest that the village population dropped by as much as  50 % during the plague outbreaks of the 1360’s.  

Elsewhere the scale of the outbreaks can be gleaned from trading accounts.  In 1360 the ‘serjeant’ at Wye explained that he received no more than 31s in profits from the market ‘since thirteen places and stalls stood vacant because of the pestilence’.

Later outbreaks in the 16th century reveal more telling evidence : at Lydden in the east of the Downs, a note in the burials register for the year 1543 reads

 ‘In this year, 1543, plague was in Lydde(n) and most in the parish died of it.

1543 Jane a stra(n)ger was buried the first daye of September

Johan Smyth was buried the xxij daye of September

Katheron Buttyll was buried the XXth day of September……………The list continues like a roll call of the villages’ population and , interestingly, local historians point to the stranger ‘Jane’, as the first entry in the year, as the likely carrier of the disease into the village.  

In some parishes the outbreaks were so severe that surviving villagers moved away from the plague ridden sites and started new settlements sometimes several miles away.  This is believed to have happened at Challock where the only remnant of the former village is the parish church which stands a mile away from the present settlement.

A document dated 1578 found in the parish chest of Harrietsham gives an interesting insight into the way local government tried to prevent outbreaks occuring.  These ‘anti plague’ instructions or plague ‘orders’ were directed at the churchwardens and inhabitants of the parish and include :

“you shall provide a speciall place of buriall for all such as shall die of the plague, of what degree soever thei be.  The same to be distant as far as may be , from any dwelling, houses or common usuall way.”   

“that upon every out doore of the house where any shall die of the plague, there shalbenailed or fastened one great whyte wi(d)th  of wood wrethed there to remiane by the space of xl daies…. And that every person of the sayed howse which shall go forth of the doores, shall weare uppon his or her hatt, Capp or kerchief, being white, one black lace overthwart.” 

It seems that for this particular parish the villagers  escaped the widely known custom of shutting up the entire household when one member of the family caught the disease!
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