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By the end of the 11th century, Europe started to recover. The invasions had ended, and the lords imposed greater order. Improvements in technology and the clearing of new lands increased agricultural production. More food, absence of plagues, and limited feudal warfare contributed to a population increase. The revival of long distance trade and the emergence of towns were other signs of economic expansion. Offensive against the Muslims demonstrated Europe’s might. Reform movements strengthened the bonds between the church and the people and increased the papacy’s power. During the High Middle Ages (1050-1300), the pope sought to direct all Christians. European economic and religious vitality was paralleled by a cultural flowering in philosophy, literature, and the visual arts. A period of expansion, the High Middle Ages witnessed an agricultural  revolution. Many advances were made in agriculture. Many of these occurred in the Early Middle Ages, but were gradually adopted. In time, they markedly increased production. By the end of the 13th century, medieval agricultural had reached a superior technical level than that of the ancient world. They made a new plow that enabled farmers to work quicker. Another important advance was the invention of the collar harness. The introduction of a horseshoe added to horses’ ability to work on rough terrain. Two other developments were the widening use of the water mill by the 10th century, and the introduction of windmills (12th). Both inventions saved labor in grinding grain. The gradual emergence of the three-field system increased production. In the old, half the land was planted in autumn with winter wheat, while the other half was left fallow to restore its fertility. In the new system, one third of the land was planted in autumn with winter wheat, another third in spring with oats and vegetables, and the last third remained fallow. The diversification of crops by this made more vegetable protein available. Higher agricultural production reduced starvation and disease. Grain surpluses meant that animals could survive the winter. The growing number of animals provided a meat source. Soon the farmlands of a manorial village could not support its population. Peasants looked beyond their immediate surroundings and had to colonize trackless wastelands. Lords promoted this conversion of uncultivated soil into agricultural land because it increased their incomes. Monastic communities also actively engaged in this. Almost everywhere peasants were cultivating the land. New agricultural land was also acquired through expansion, the most notable example being the organized settlement of lands toward the east by Germans. The colonization or virgin lands contributed to the decline of serfdom. Lords owned uncultivated land that would increase their incomes in made workable. But serfs were often unwilling to move from their homes. To lure serfs away, lords promised them freedom from many services. In many cases, the settlers fulfilled their obligations to the lord by paying rent rather than by performing services or providing food, thus making the transition from serfs to freemen. In time, they came to see the land as their own. The percentage of French peasants who were serfs fell from 90% in 1050 to 10% in 1350. The improvement in agricultural technology altered the conditions of life in Europe. Surplus food and the population increase freed people to work at non-farming occupations, making possible the expansion of trade and the revival of town life. 


