What I mean is that the population of Europe had surged before the onset of the Black Death, thanks to a conjunction of five developments:

heavy farm horses replacing oxen drawing ploughs

the horse collar

the horseshoe

farming of oats

three field crop rotation.

Crop yields were greatly improved thanks to a revival of the crop rotation system, which meant an average peasant family’s harvest increased by at least 50%. Four cereals could be grown, and sowing split between spring and autumn.

Long open strip fields appeared across Europe, changing its landscape permanently, with the now characteristic look of ridge and furrows. The modern state of the Netherlands could see its beginnings in the draining of marshes and creation of polders in the 13th century, although systematic reclamation of land from the sea had to wait until the sixteenth century and windmills with rotating turrets.

Elsewhere in Europe previously marginal land was brought into use for crops, fertile valleys were put under the plough, and forests were felled in response not only to the need for more arable land, but also a greater need for fuel for the growing towns and villages.

Proportionately, the population would not reach the same level it had in the pre-Black Death period until the Industrial Revolution (see Lynn White Jr.’s ‘Mediaeval Technology and Social Change’, ‘The Early Growth of the European Economy: Warriors and Peasants from the Seventh to the Twelfth Century’ by Georges Duby, and Jean Gimpel’s ‘The Mediaeval Machine: The Industrial Revolution of the Middle Ages’. These outline how the increased use of water and windmills, the growth in mining and the use of horsepowered iron ploughs and crop rotation not only produced more food, but also produced more nutritious food).

There were improvements in agriculture after the Black Death which also had an impact on food production- improved glass meant market gardening again became a real possibility, and New World maize replenished exhausted soils.

The Black Death: How Many Died?

The Plague that struck Europe in the 1340s can best be appreciated by looking at the effect it had on the population. 

Populations:Area        Pre-Plague              Post Plague 

England/Wales           3.7                     2.5 

Scotland.               5                       .4 

Ireland                 .8                      .6 

France                  13                      8.2 

Belgium/Lux             2                       .8
HRE                     17                      12.5 

Spain                   7                       5 

Italy                   10                      7                       

Total                   53.2                    37                      

HRE=Holy Roman Empire (Germany, Austria and parts of Eastern Europe and Scandinavia)

But that was not all, the Plague would return every 4-10 years to kill people through the rest of the14th century. By 1400, about half the population had perished from the effects of the Plague.

Estimated Population of Europe (A.D. 1000 - 1600)
Year                                        Population in Millions                      

1000                                         36                                         

1050                                         40                                         

1100                                         44                                         

1150                                         51                                         

1200                                         58                                         

1250                                         68                                         

1300                                         79                                         

1345                                         83                                         

1400                                         60                                         

1450                                         71                                         

1500                                         81                                         

1550                                         88                                         

http://www.hyw.com/books/history/Black_De.htm
Impact on population from the Black Death is indicated. For more than 100 years after 1347 the plague and its recurrences checked the normal rise in population. The estimates are derived from demographers, actual data for the period are scarce.

