
Ludgershall and the Black Death – Ludgershall 1603 

The history of the Black Death in England is surrounded by many myths and legends. Some historians 

hold that it was responsible for the destruction of many deserted villages, caused the depopulation 

of many villages and curbed the progress of population growth for many years. Some but not all of 

these suppositions are true. Deserted villages for instance were caused in just as many cases by the 

owner of the land dispossessing the tenant peasants and turning the land over to sheep grazing. 

There is also a great deal of conjecture on the numbers who were affected by the plague. Some 

observers say half the population died, others say no more than a third. One fact that they do 

however agree on is that the plague was not uniformly destructive across the country, some place 

suffered far more than others.  

With regard to Ludgershall we do not know how many of the community died, we do not know even 

when or how it arrived in the village, but it surely did. The plague arrived in England via Weymouth 

during the summer of 1348. On reaching England, having crossed Europe from the Far East, it took 

its time to spread across all the other counties. It is believed to have reached Buckinghamshire 

sometime in the spring of 1349; we can presume that it reached Ludgershall and the surrounding 

area at the same time. What we do not know, because we do not have any documentary evidence is 

how many people it killed in the village. It is quite possible that it killed over one hundred members 

of the community, men women and children, both rich and poor. We shall probably never know just 

how many or indeed how few this first epidemic killed, but they would have come from all sections 

of society. We know from histories of other places that the plague was no respecter of rank or 

wealth, lords and ladies died as did the peasants.  

One of the indicators of the strength of the plague in certain areas is the number of the clergy who 

were instituted during the period. The clergy as a group is thought to have suffered more than any 

other. They were required to grant last rites to all their parishioners and therefore had a greater 

chance of contracting the disease than others. It is interesting to note that in 1334 John de Lichlade 

was instituted as Vicar but there is no record of when he vacated his living. Walter de Merstham was 

instituted in 1357 some 23 years later. Lichlade may have died during the plague and it is possible 

that there was no one to replace him, he could however have survived and been in possession of the 

living for all that period of time. This lack of documentary evidence means we can only guess at what 

really happened in Ludgershall at the time of the Black Death and the subsequent reappearances of 

the plague over the next decades. 

The plague in all its forms continued in England until its eradication in 1665. However these later 

outbreaks did not have the same effect as the original outbreak in 1348. Ludgershall suffered in one 

of these outbreaks during the period 1603 to 1604. For this particular outbreak there is some 

documentary evidence of its effect. In 1538 Thomas Cromwell ordered that all parishes throughout 

England and Wales should keep a record of each birth marriage and burial which took place in the 

church. At first most of these records were kept on loose sheets and have subsequently they have 

been lost. However in 1597 it was decreed that they should all be recorded in bound books. A 

practise which continues to this day. The registers for Ludgershall begin for baptisms in 1575; for 

marriages in 1570 and for burials in 1692, and unlike many other parishes are fairly complete. (All of 

the early registers are available for study at the Centre for Buckinghamshire Studies at Aylesbury.) 

Study of these registers can tell historians a great deal about the population of the village over many 



centuries. It shows fluctuations of birth rates and death rates and occasionally provides information 

which we would not be able to obtain in any other way. For most people however, these records are 

used to complete family histories. Indeed just a cursory examination of the records can give some 

people, whose families have lived in the village for years an almost instant family tree. But by looking 

beyond just the names and events there are facts about the village which can be found. Facts which 

have lain dormant because there has been no interest in them. This can be said of all parishes and all 

parish registers. There are many examples of clergy writing inappropriate, but usually true, 

comments in the margins of many registers. I have yet to find any in the registers for Ludgershall but 

this does not mean that there are not still interesting facts to find. 

This article however is concerned with the Black Death and its subsequent returns to all parts of 

England. But it is more importantly about the plague and Ludgershall. Examination of the Burial 

register for the late 1500s and early 1600s shows that on average six people were buried each year. 

For the year beginning March 1603 (Although many believed that the year began on the 1st of 

January it was not until 1752 when England changed from the Julian calendar to the Gregorian 

calendar that it became the official start of the year, up to this date Lady Day or the 25th of March 

was considered the beginning of the new year and was reflected as such in the record keeping of the 

Church of England.) the registers show that there were 42 burials. This a figure of seven times higher 

than the average of six of the previous period of years and the period of years after. Such an 

anomaly in the figures required study and explanation. The registers do not give the cause of death, 

in fact historians have to wait until the introduction of civil registration in 1837 to be able to properly 

study causes of death, but by reading the letters and diaries of people living at the time were can 

make an educated guess. Of the forty-two who were buried during this period there can be no doubt 

that they died of old age, perhaps Johannes Godday who died in March succumbed to old age, or 

any of the three infants who died in the same month were just weak at birth. But the sheer size of 

the number is indicative of some form of catastrophe or epidemic. Reading the diaries and collected 

histories of the period and the area, especially that of Gibbs from Aylesbury and Wood from Oxford 

we are able to learn that there was a resurgence of the plague in the area during 1603 and 1604. We 

can I think then safely presume, as both of these places are near to Ludgershall and that there was 

trade between them and the village that it was plague which caused this great increase in death of 

villagers.  

August was the worst month of the year accounting for fourteen of the deaths, there had been a 

gradual rise up until August and then an equally gradual decline through the subsequent months. 

We do not know what percentage of the village population this amounted to but it can be assumed 

that it was a significant number, perhaps of the order of fifteen or twenty percent. These bare 

figures however do not tell us anything about the effect it had on the families of those afflicted. 

Except that is for one of the families, the Hebbe family.  The Hebbe family were important in the 

village because Henricus the head of the family was the village miller. The mill, probably situated in 

the vicinity where the present day Kings Farm stands, would have been responsible for the milling of 

all the village grain, grain which the families would have needed to make their bread which was to all 

a staple part of their diet. Four members of the family died in the outbreak: Henricus the elder who 

was the miller, Henricus and Joseph his sons and Susanna his daughter. The effect on the Hebbe 

family would have been devastating but the village would have suffered greatly having no one to mill 

the grain. There was one other family in the village which suffered to a greater extant than most in 

the village, the Edwards family, six members of this family died in the outbreak. 



As the autumn and winter months came the outbreak seemed to lose its strength and the deaths 

became fewer. The next year there were ten burials, in 1605 and 1606 three and two respectively. 

There appears to have been no large outbreaks after this period, the village had returned to normal. 

 

Coming next; Ridge and Furrow – Medieval agriculture 

 


