
Cholera and Public Health

Illustration from Punch (1852)

A court for King Cholera. Wellcome Collection



Slum living in 19th century London
During the 19th century, The Industrial Revolution brought about a massive increase in the 

population of London.  In 1800 the city had a population of approximately one million, by 

1840 this had doubled.  This lead to overcrowding, inadequate sanitation and poor living 
conditions. 

This picture and extract from Charles Booth’s notebooks depict slum dwelling in Southwark.

Snowfields,1894

“Bare passage, flagged.  Fretful, dirty 

children, hair matted, hatless, dirty 

faces, Windows dirty and broken 

and stuffed.  Women rough, bare-
armed.  All doors open.

Inhabitants thieves and prostitutes.  

There seemed to be one 

respectable family at the west end 
house north side”

(The Booth Notebooks - South East)

Printed courtesy of Southwark Local History Library



Poverty and Slum Dwelling

Rapid industrialisation increased urbanisation, which in turn escalated destitution and disease. Initially the 
role of the British state was to enable local authorities to protect their environment, since it was becoming 
more apparent preventing premature mortality of breadwinners caused by epidemic diseases in general 
could reduce ‘poverty’ and its costs upon individuals, industry and society in general. 

J. Hatchard and Son: Wood engraving depicting cramped and squalid housing conditions. Wellcome Collection



Industry in Victorian Southwark

Leather workers in Bermondsey 1862

During the 19th century, leather production was the 4th largest manufacturing industry in Britain and Bermondsey 

became a major centre for leather production.  The manufacturing processes were particularly smelly and polluting 

at a time when the prevailing view was that Miasma or “bad air” contributed to the spread of disease.



Jacob’s Island Bermondsey

Jacob’s island in Bermondsey had a reputation as one of the worst slums in London.  It 
featured in Charles Dickens’ novel Oliver Twist, published in 1838.  He described it as a 
place of ‘crazy wooden galleries ... with holes from which to look upon the slime beneath; 
windows, broken and patched ... rooms so small, so filthy, so confined, that the air would 
seem too tainted even for the dirt and squalor which they shelter ... dirt-besmeared walls 
and decaying foundations’.  



Jacob’s Island Bermondsey

“As we passed along the reeking banks of the sewer the sun shone upon a narrow slip of 

the water. In the bright light it appeared the colour of strong green tea, and positively 

looked as solid as black marble in the shadow - indeed it was more like watery mud 

than muddy water; and yet we were assured this was the only water the wretched 

inhabitants had to drink. As we gazed in horror at it, we saw drains and sewers emptying 

their filthy contents into it; we saw a whole tier of doorless privies in the open road, 

common to men and women, built over it; we heard bucket after bucket of filth splash 

into it, and the limbs of the vagrant boys bathing in it seemed, by pure force of contrast, 

white as Parian marble. And yet, as we stood doubting the fearful statement, we saw a 

little child, from one of the galleries opposite, lower a tin can with a rope to fill a large 

bucket that stood beside her. In each of the balconies that hung over the stream the 

self-same tub was to be seen in which the inhabitants put the mucky liquid to stand, so 

that they may, after it has rested for a day or two, skim the fluid from the solid particles 

of filth, pollution, and disease. As the little thing dangled her tin cup as gently as possible 

into the stream, a bucket of night-soil was poured down from the next gallery.”

A Visit to the Cholera Districts of Bermondsey

Henry Mayhew 24th September 1849

Henry Mayhew was a freelance journalist and writer and was one of the founding editors 

of Punch magazine. His work London Labour and the London Poor (1861) is an 

unparalleled source of information on how the very poor lived and earned money. 

Mayhew conducted hundreds of interviews that recorded first-hand accounts on how 

London’s underclass struggled to survive. In the following extract Mayhew is describing his 

visit to Bermondsey in 1849 when cholera was rife. 



“All smell is disease.”  The Miasma Theory

During the 19th century the miasma theory was held by a number of influential people involved in 
improving public healthcare awareness, for example Florence Nightingale and Edwin Chadwick. 

Miasma appeared to explain why some diseases were epidemic in places where the water and air 
was very foul smelling.

The miasma theory led to improvements in sanitation, such as preventing the reflux of noxious air from 
sewers back into houses by separate drainage systems. It also led to improvements in hospital wards 
and caring for the sick. 



“All smell is disease.”  The Miasma Theory

“All smell is disease.”

The’miasmatist’ theory 

believed diseases were 

caused by bad smells that 

lingered in the air in the form 

of ‘miasma’. Miasma was 

considered to be a poisonous 
vapour or mist filled with 

particles from decomposed 

matter such as rotting meat 

or human waste. Therefore, 

diseases were the product of 

environmental factors such 

as, foul air and unhygienic 

conditions. 

Representation by Robert Seymour. A Short History of the National Institutes of Health 

National Library of Medicine photographic archive



Cholera in Britain

There were 4 major epidemics in Britain during the 19th century which accounted for over 140,000 

deaths. Throughout the period the cause of cholera was unknown. Many believed the disease was 

caused by miasma.

In 1854 John Snow argued that cholera is a waterborne disease - the result of poor sanitation. 

Whilst Snow’s theory was correct, many medics and public health officials such as Edwin Chadwick 

remained stubborn in their belief that the disease was caused by putrid air – “miasma.”

It  was not until 1884 that Robert Koch discovered the bacteria that caused Cholera in water.

Year of Epidemic Total Number of Deaths

1831-32 21,882

1848-49 53,293

1853-54 20,097

1865-66 14,378

Total cholera-related deaths in England and Wales



General Board of Health Report 1849

In 1848 human waste was pouring into the Thames, turning it into an open sewer. A 
sample of water from this period would have been a solution of human excrement, 
animal hair and industrial pollutants. The people in Southwark drank the river water and 
the area became the capital of cholera, hence the term the ‘Southwark Slaughter’.

Cholera Map of the Metropolis 1849. Wellcome Collection. 



St Thomas’s Hospital Admissions Book

St Thomas’s Hospital Patient Admissions Records 1849

This admissions book lists the patients admitted with cholera during the summer of 1849.
Note the range of age groups affected and the length of time between admission and death

LMA HO1/ST/B/11



The Symptoms of Cholera

This image displays the before and after effects of cholera. Symptoms include, 

vomiting and extreme diarrhoea, it was also referred to as the ‘Blue Disease’ 

as sufferers ‘turned blue’. The result is prodigious loss of the body’s essential 
fluids leading to dehydration and death, usually within 24 hours. 

A young woman of Vienna who died of cholera, depicted when healthy and four hours before death.  Wellcome Collection.



John Snow and the Broad Street Pump

“I arrived at the conclusion in the latter part of 1848, that cholera is communicated by the 

evacuations from the alimentary canal.”    

John Snow “On the Mode and Communication of Cholera” 1856

John Snow, 1856. Wellcome Collection. Death’s Dispensary, George J Pinwheel 1866.  Wellcome Collection



John Snow and the Broad Street Pump

“Within 250 yards of the spot where Cambridge Street joins Broad Street there were 

upwards of 500 fatal attacks of cholera in 10 days.  As soon as I became acquainted with 

the situation and extent of this eruption of cholera, I suspected some contamination of 

the water of the much- frequented street-pump in Broad Street.” 

John Snow “On the Mode and Communication of Cholera” 1856

Detail of Map showing deaths from Cholera in Broad Street. Wellcome Collection. 



The Great Stink of 1848

In 1858 a hot summer caused

‘The Great Stink’. 

Exposed sewage heated on the banks 

of the Thames and the smell became 

terrible. 

This spurred the government into action.

They agreed to invest in a new 

sewerage system, engineered by 

Joseph Bazalgette. 

Work began on the sewers in 1860 and 

by 1866 most of the city had been 

connected to the network.

Faraday giving his card to Father Thames. Wellcome Collection.



Improving Public Health: 

the role of individuals and institutions.

Role of the individual: John Snow Role of the Government

Observed the pattern of cholera 

cases.

1848 Public Health Act encouraged 

local councils to clean up their cities 

and provide clean water.

Designed an experiment to prove 

that cholera was caused by dirty 

water.

Listened to John Snow’s evidence 

about cholera.

Prevented residents from drinking the 

water.

Arranged for a new sewer system to 

be built in London.

Presented his findings to the 

government.

Eventually passed the 1875 Public 

Health Act forcing other cities to 

provide clean water, build public 

toilets and better quality houses.



Preventing Cholera

Board of Works advice to residents in the Limehouse 

District during the 1866 Cholera outbreak

“All that would be required to prevent 

the disease would be such a close 

attention to cleanliness in cooking and 

eating, and to drainage and water 

supply, as is desirable at all times.”

John Snow “On the Mode and 

Communication of Cholera” 1856


