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Industrial Britain (1750-1900)

An industrial town

Five common diseases in the Early Industrial period

Living conditions
Housing

Lodging houses were where newly-arrived families stayed when looking for houses. They were
divided into rooms. Many were filthy and over-crowded. Disease spread quickly. Many made do with
back-to-back housing, made to pack in as many houses as possible. Some families had one room
downstairs and one upstairs. Hard to ventilate and people suffered from chest infections and TB.
Some couldn’t afford a back-to-back. They crowded in the cellars of other people’s houses.

Food

Many workers couldn’t afford sufficient food, particularly when there were children to feed. Poor
families lived on bread, butter, potatoes and tea. Many were malnourished. The quality was also an
issue. Not until the 1860s was food canned. Fridges weren’t invented until the 1880s. The government
didn’t control the production and sale of food, so food eaten by the poor was adulterated: butchers
sold meat from diseased animals at cheap prices; cows’ milk was adulterated with water and chalk;
butter was adulterated with copper to improve its colour. This meant people suffered from diarrhoea
and food poisoning.
Water

In working class areas it was rare to have piped water. In poorer areas, whole streets shared a water
pump. Often landlords paid only a small sum to the water companies for basic provision. Water might
only be available for 2-3 hours a day. In some places, people had to get water from a river. All water
supplies were dirty. Water companies frequently pumped water from polluted rivers. Springs, streams
and ponds were impure. Middle class families filtered their water but this wasn’t an option for poorer
families. In the summer months, when the water was dirtiest, typhoid took many lives.
Waste

Sewers were built to drain rain, not excrement. New housing rarely had sewers, so water filled the
streets and courts. People carried on using privies. In some cases more than ten families shared a
privy. Cesspools were emptied by ‘night soil men” who scooped out sewerage, loaded a cart and sold

Cholera
Symptoms

Cholera was a terrifying disease that killed quickly. Infected people immediately suffered vomiting
and cramps. Diarrhoea caused them to produce a yellowish watery liquid. The body dehydrated, the
pulse weakened and the skin turned blue. Victims were often dead in 1-2 days.

1832 outbreak — Leeds
Cholera reached Leeds on 28 May 1832. the first to die was a two-year-old, the son of an Irish weaver.
The family lived in a cramped, dirty yard. The houses were built next to a stinking stream. Within a
few days, several people in the same yard had died. By the end of July, there had been 427 cases and
187 people had died. Most victims lived in overcrowded yards. By the end of 1832, 702 people in
Leeds had died of cholera. Across Britain, the disease killed around 32,000 people.

The work of Dr Baker
Doctor Robert Baker studied the cholera outbreak in Leeds. He recorded each case and mapped the
spread of the disease. Although he believed in miasma he made the link between poor living
conditions and disease. People like Edwin Chadwick continued to make the link between dirt and
disease which led to 1848 Public Health Act which encouraged councils to clean up towns.

Beliefs and responses
Some vicars preached that cholera was a punishment for people’s sins. Some doctors believed cholera
was contagious and transmitted by touch. The most common believed cause was miasma. In
November 1862, the government set up the Central Board of Health. It included two doctors who
were sent to St. Petersburg to study the disease in Russia. Towns were encouraged to set up local
boards of health. These groups relied on donations. They employed inspectors to monitor outbreaks
of cholera and printed posters advising people. Some boards of health tried to get rid of bad air by
burning barrels of tar in the streets. In some towns, chloride of lime was added to the sewers to make
them smell better. In Leeds in 1832, the Board of Health advised people to wash at least one a week,
ventilate their houses and avoid drinking alcohol.
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Typhus Transmitted by bites from body lice. Thrived in
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