
Supplement to Lesson 9 - Middle Ages - Pt. II 
 
It was not a good time to live in Europe 
 
 These excerpts are taken from A World Lit Only By Fire by William Manchester.  
 
“THE DARK AGES were stark in every dimension. Famines and plague, culminating in the Black 
Death and its recurring pandemics, repeatedly thinned the population. Rickets afflicted the 
survivors. Extraordinary climatic changes brought storms and floods which turned into major 
disasters because the empire’s drainage system, like most of the imperial infrastructure, was no 
longer functioning. It says much about the Middle Ages that in the year 1500, after a thousand 
years of neglect, the roads built by the Romans were still the best on the continent. Most 
others were in such a state of disrepair that they were unusable; so were all European harbors 
until the eighth century, when commerce again began to stir. 
 
“Surrounding them was the vast, menacing, and at places impassable, Hercynian Forest, 
infested by boars; by bears; by the hulking medieval wolves who lurk so fearsomely in fairy 
tales handed down from that time; by imaginary demons; and by very real outlaws, who 
flourished because they were seldom pursued. Although homicides were twice as frequent as 
deaths by accident, English coroners’ records show that only one of every hundred murderers 
was ever brought to justice. Moreover, abduction for ransom was an acceptable means of 
livelihood for skilled but landless knights. One consequence of medieval peril was that people 
huddled closely together in communal homes. They married fellow villagers and were so insular 
that local dialects were often incomprehensible to men living only a few miles away. 
 
“Despite their bloodthirstiness—a taste which may have been acquired from the Huns, Goths, 
Franks, and Saxons—all were devout Christians. It was a paradox: the Church had replaced 
imperial Rome as the fixer of European frontiers, but missionaries found teaching pagans the 
lessons of Jesus to be an almost hopeless task. Yet converting them was easy. As quickly as the 
barbaric tribes had overrun the empire, Catholicism’s overrunning of the tribesmen was even 
quicker. As early as A.D. 493 the Frankish chieftain Clovis accepted the divinity of Christ and was 
baptized, though a modern priest would have found his manner of championing the Church 
difficult to understand or even forgive. 
 
“Medieval Christians, knowing the other cheek would be bloodied, did not turn it. Death was 
the prescribed penalty for hundreds of offenses, particularly those against property. The threat 
of capital punishment was even used in religious conversions, and medieval threats were never 
idle. Charlemagne was a just and enlightened ruler—for the times. His loyalty to the Church was 
absolute, though he sometimes chose peculiar ways to demonstrate it. Conquering Saxon 
rebels, he gave them a choice between baptism and immediate execution; when they 
demurred, he had forty-five hundred of them beheaded in one morning. 
 
“Nevertheless the entire medieval millennium took on the aspect of triumphant Christendom. 
As aristocracies arose from the barbaric mire, kings and princes owed their legitimacy to divine 



authority, and squires became knights by praying all night at Christian altars. Sovereigns 
courting popularity led crusades to the Holy Land. To eat meat during Lent became a capital 
offense, sacrilege meant imprisonment, the Church became the wealthiest landowner on the 
Continent, and the life of every European, from baptism through matrimony to burial, was 
governed by popes, cardinals, prelates, monsignors, archbishops, bishops, and village priests. 
The clergy, it was believed, would also cast decisive votes in determining where each soul 
would spend the afterlife. 
 
“The age which succeeded it accomplished none of these. Trade on the Mediterranean, once a 
Roman lake, was perilous; Vandal pirates, and then Muslim pirates, lay athwart the vital sea 
routes. Agriculture and transport were inefficient; the population was never fed adequately. A 
barter economy yielded to coinage only because the dominant lords, enriched by plunder and 
conquest, needed some form of currency to pay for wars, ransoms, their departure on 
crusades, the knighting of their sons, and their daughters’ marriages. Royal treasury officials 
were so deficient in elementary skills that they were dependent upon arithmetic learned from 
the Arabs; the name exchequer emerged because they used a checkered cloth as a kind of 
abacus in doing sums. If their society was diverse and colorful, it was also anarchic, formless, 
and appallingly unjust. Nevertheless it possessed its own structure and peculiar institutions, 
which evolved almost imperceptibly over the centuries. Medievalism was born in the decaying 
ruins of a senile and impotent empire; it died just as Europe was emerging as a distinctive 
cultural unit. The interregnum was the worst of times for the imaginative, the cerebral, and the 
unfortunate, but the strong, the healthy, the shrewd, the handsome, the beautiful—and the 
lucky—flourished. 
 
-Manchester, William. A World Lit Only by Fire. Little, Brown and Company. 
 


