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Cold and Flu Season

A History Mystery: The Plague Ghost Ship

Lesson Overview

How did the plague spread in medieval Europe?  Use this activity to explore the spread of disease.  Then, read 
about the bubonic plague and how it impacted society at the time. 

Teacher Prep

1. Print one copy of the reading, notes, and handout for each student.
2. [OPTIONAL] Set up two markers in your classroom marking Bergen and London.  They can be any 

distance apart; you’ll use them to show the ship traveling. 

Procedures

1. Introduce students to the story of The Plague Ghost Ship. 
 
There is a story that the plague reached Scandinavia by way of a wool ship from London in 1349. 
 

According to the story, a member of the crew had the plague when the ship set sail, and by the time it 
drifted to landfall near Bergen, Norway, the entire crew was dead! 
 

The townspeople boarded the quiet ship to find out what was happening. Only after examining the ship did 
they understand what had happened . . . but by then it was too late. 
 

We don’t know if the story is true, but we can test whether it could be true with a simulation. 

2. Discuss: 
 
How Long Would It Take for a Cog to Travel from London to Bergen? 
 

We have a cog loaded with wool in London. How long will the journey take? The distance from London to 
Bergen across the North Sea is 1135 km (705 mi). 
 

The cog, a one-sail boat that has to “tack” before the wind by adjusting the sail position, cannot sail in a 
straight line. So it can only travel from 120 to 200 km (75 to 124 mi) per day. 
 

How many days might it reasonably take a cog to reach Bergen from London? Give your answer as a range.  
Answer: 6 - 10 days 
 

How might having fewer crew members due to deaths from the plague affect the sailing time?   
Answer: It would probably take longer. There would be fewer crew members to adjust the sail. Eventually, 
there might not be anyone who knew the proper route. 
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How Fast Could the Plague Spread? 
 

The plague spreads via fleas or through the coughing and sneezing of infected people. Plague that spreads 
from person-to-person, as it would on a sailing ship, develops and kills more quickly. 
 

The form of the plague that infects the lungs and spreads directly between people can incubate for as little 
as one day and cause death in less than two days. So, let’s say 36 hours or 1.5 days. 
 

In a trip of the duration you figured in Step 1, how many cycles of the plague could complete before the 
ship lands?   
Answer: 4 to 6 if the ship sailed as fast as usual; likely more because, with sick and dying crew, the trip 
would take longer. 

3. Simulation 
 
How Might the Plague Spread on a Ship? 
 

Look at the cog on Handout: The Plague Ghost Ship.  It is pointy in the front and rectangular in the back.  
Suppose that the sailor in Row 1 came aboard with the plague. 
 

The first victim dies as soon as the ship sets sail. This is Day 0. Anyone who was touching this person will 
be infected and die 1.5 days later.  
 

To simulate sailing in a ship with the plague, we will count aloud by half days: “0”, “0.5”, “1”, “1.5”, “2” and 
so on. Every 1.5 days, we’ll pause to let those who have died be buried at sea. (Quietly shade the space that 
represents each sailor who has died) 
 
Could the Plague Ghost Ship Story Be True? 
 

Note that this is normally done as a simulation: 
• If there is someone pictured to the right, they 

would have their right hand on their left shoulder.
• For the people in rows 2–4, also they would place 

their left hand on the left shoulder of the person 
ahead of them and to their right.

•  For the people in rows 5 or higher, they would 
place your left hand on the left shoulder of the 
person directly ahead of them. 

In the diagram, the black lines represent students 
who are touching. Note that in rows 2–4, the student 
farthest to the right will not have a hand on the 
shoulder of a student in front.
If students have trouble keeping track of who has the 
plague, suggest that when a student whose shoulder 
they were touching moves off the ship (“dies”), they 
lift that hand into the air. Those with hands in the air 
will be the next group to succumb to the plague.
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EXPLORE MORE:

This lesson is an excerpt from History Alive! The Medieval World and Beyond, Lessons 5, The Decline of 
Feudalism. Full support, including a ready to teach slideshow, is available online at www.teachtci.com.

Here’s the whole sequence:
• Day 0 [pause - first student crossed out]
• Day 0.5, Day 1, Day 1.5 [pause - another student crossed out]
• Day 2, Day 2.5, Day 3 [pause - two students crossed out]
• Day 3.5, Day 4, Day 4.5 [pause - three students crossed out]
• Day 5, Day 5.5, Day 6 [pause - four students crossed out]
• Day 6.5, Day 7, Day 7.5 [pause - four students crossed out]
• Day 8, Day 8.5, Day 9 [pause - four students crossed out]
• Day 9.5, Day 10, Day 10.5 [pause - four students crossed out; ship has reached port]
 

You’ll use your handout to track who has been infected and died.  Start by shading in the person in row 1 
who has died.  On day 1.5, we’ll shade anyone directly connected to an infected person who has died. This 
same pattern will continue throughout the journey. Let’s begin! 
 
Count in half-day intervals stopping every 1.5 days. If you’ve set up markers for London and Bergen, be 
sure to move your ship along as students count. Students should have these results. 
 
Answer key on the right. 
 
Does this simulation give us enough information to know if the story could be true? Suggest what could 
help us be more certain. 

4. Learn More 
 
Ask students to read and answer the notebook questions to learn more about the impact of the bubonic 
plague on medieval Europe.

https://www.teachtci.com/


The bubonic plague, or Black Death, 
most likely originated in Asia. In the 
14th century, this disease killed about 
one-third of the population of Europe 
and brought about major political and 
social change.

The Bubonic Plague 
In addition to political developments in England, another reason 

for the decline of feudalism was the bubonic plague, which affected 
all of Europe. The bubonic plague first struck Europe from 1346 to 
1351. It returned in waves that occurred about every decade into the 
15th century, leaving major changes in its wake. 

Historians suspect that the plague began in Central Asia, possibly 
in China, and spread throughout China, India, the Middle East, and 
eventually to Europe. The disease traveled from Central Asia to the 
Black Sea along the Silk Road (the main trade route between Asia 
and the Mediterranean Sea). It probably was carried to Italy on a 
ship, causing it to spread north and west, throughout the continent of 
Europe and to England.

The Black Death Symptoms, or signs, of the plague included fever, 
vomiting, fierce coughing and sneezing fits, and egg-sized swellings 
or bumps, called buboes. The term “Black Death” probably came from 
these black-and-blue swellings that appeared on the skin of victims. 

The dirty conditions in which people lived contributed signifi-
cantly to the spread of the bubonic plague. The bacteria that cause the 
disease are carried by fleas that feed on the blood of infected rodents. 
When the animal dies, the fleas jump to other animals and people. 
During the Middle Ages, it was not unusual for people to go for many 
months without a change of clothing or a bath. Rodents, covered with 
fleas, often roamed the floors of homes looking for food. City streets 
were filled with human waste, dead animals, and trash. 

At the time, though, no one knew where the disease came from 
or how it spread. Terrified people falsely blamed the plague on every-
thing from the positions of the planets to lepers and to Jews.
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The Spread of the Plague in the 14th Century

bubonic plague a deadly 
contagious disease caused by 
bacteria and spread by fleas; also 
called the Black Death
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Persecution of the Jews did not begin 
with the plague. Prejudice against Jews pro-
voked the English government to order all 
Jews to leave the country in 1290. In France, 
the same thing happened in 1306 and again 
in 1394. But fear of the plague made matters 
worse, and during the Black Death, many 
German cities ordered Jews to leave.

The Impact of the Plague The plague 
took a terrible toll on Asian and European 
populations. China’s population was 
reduced by nearly half between 1200 
and 1393, probably because of the plague 
and famine. Travelers reported that dead 
bodies covered the ground in Central Asia 
and India. 

Some historians estimate that 24 million 
Europeans died of the plague—about a 
third of the entire population. The deaths 
of so many people accelerated, or sped up, 
changes in Europe’s economic and social 
structure, which contributed to the decline 
of feudalism.

Trade and commerce slowed almost to a halt during the plague 
years. As Europe began to recover, the economy needed to be rebuilt. 
But it wouldn’t be rebuilt in the same way, as feudal lords no longer 
held most of the power.

After the plague, there was a shift in power from nobles to the 
common people. One reason for this change was a desperate need 
for workers because so many people had died. The workers who did 
survive could, therefore, demand more money and more rights. In 
addition, many peasants and some serfs abandoned feudal manors and 
moved to towns and cities, seeking better opportunities. This led to a 
weakening of the manor system and a loss of power for feudal lords.

After the plague, a number of peasant rebellions broke out. When 
nobles tried to return to the system from before the plague, resent-
ment exploded across Europe. There were peasant revolts throughout 
Europe in France, Flanders, England, Germany, Spain, and Italy.

The most famous of these revolts was the English Peasants’ War in 
1381. The English rebels succeeded in entering London and presenting 
their demands to the king, Richard II. The leader of the rebellion was 
killed, however, and after his death, the revolt lost momentum. Still, 
in most of Europe, the time was coming when serfdom would end.

The Black Plague took an estimated 
24 million lives, about a third of Europe’s 
population. As Europe recovered, new 
social and economic systems replaced 
the once strong feudalistic society. 
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1. Write the names of places in the diagram below to describe how the bubonic 
plague spread in the 14th century.

1.

It traveled along 
trade routes to

It was carried 
on a ship to

It spread north 
and west to

2. 

3. 4. 

On the map below, write the numbers from the boxes in the plague diagram in  
the correct locations to illustrate the spread of the bubonic plague.

The Spread of the Plague in the 14th Century
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The plague probably 
originated in 

Central Asia.
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2.  Why was the plague called the “Black Death”? What were some of the  
common symptoms?

3. How did people become infected with the plague?

4. List examples of how the outbreak of the bubonic plague in Europe contrib-
uted to the decline of feudalism and the rise of democratic thought.

N O T E B O O K
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H A N D O U T

The Plague Ghost Ship


