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Britain: Health and the people
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How did Britain try to fight Cholera?


Disease was spreading quickly in Britain due to the industrial revolution and the poor conditions of towns and cities. Overcrowding in cities like Liverpool, Manchester and Leeds was a problem. Scientists like Pasteur and Koch were busy identifying bacteria that caused disease, however, at this stage the people of Britain were still suffering. The most frightening and deadly new disease to cope with was Cholera.

Cholera: the first outbreak
In 1831 alone 50,000 people died of cholera. Victims were violently sick, suffered from diarrhoea, skin and nails turned black, just before the victim fell into a coma and died. Cemeteries became full and bodies often came out of the ground to add to the smell and stink of the towns and cities. Several more outbreaks of cholera erupted before the government decided to act. 

What did people believed caused cholera?
What frustrated many people was the lack of understanding of the disease. Many at the time believed in the theory that an “infectious mist” given off by rotting animals, rubbish and human waste was causing the disease. This theory was known as miasma. This prompted some towns to clean up their streets. However, it was the disgusting condition of the water supply that was causing the problem and without fresh clean water, cholera would still be a problem.

In 1839 the government set up an enquiry to find out what the living conditions and health of the poor were like all over Britain. The man in charge was a government official called Edwin Chadwick. Chadwick’s report shocked Britain. Over 10,000 free copies were made available to politicians, journalists and writers, 20,000 more were then sold to the public. Chadwick mistakenly believed the miasma theory, but it did not matter, as his report promoted the need for cleaner streets and a cleaner water supply. It also showed that most people were wrong in thinking that the poor were to blame for bad housing and conditions. Instead it was the government that needed to act in order to improve public health. 
Cholera returns
A lot of people paid attention to what Chadwick had said. However, the government did not. In the 1800s many still believed that the government had no right to interfere in the lives of the general public. This attitude was “laissez-faire,” French words for leave alone. These people argued it was the government’s role to keep law and order, not to keep people clean. To add to this many MP’s were making money from renting out property in the slums of England, tearing the slums down and rebuilding would cost them money. 

[image: ]However, by 1848 and another cholera outbreak, the government had to act. A Public Health Act was made. The act gave local town councils the power to spend money on cleaning up their towns, but this was not compulsory. Some cities such as Liverpool and Birmingham made massive improvements. Liverpool abolished cesspits, removed slaughterhouses and provided a new supply of water. However, some did nothing. A central board of health was set up in London, which was a group that worked together to improve public health. This board of health forced certain areas with high death rates to improve sewer facilities, appoint medical experts and inspect housing. 

Dr John Snow’s discovery
[image: ]Despite these efforts, cholera still continued. In 1848 60,000 people died of cholera and 20,000 then died in 1854. Despite this Dr John Snow made a major breakthrough in proving there was a link between cholera and the water supply. The discovery that cholera was a water-borne disease (disease carried in water) was a great achievement. However, the government again failed to react proactively until a “Great Stink” would finally force them into action. 
John Snow’s map showing Cholera deaths.







	[image: ]Drawing from 1830s showing barrels of tar being burned on the streets.
	“Disease is caused by bad air and these diseases and common all over the country. The bad air Is caused by rotting animals, damp and filth, and overcrowded houses. When these things are improved, the death rate will go down. More people are killed by filth and bad ventilation each year than are killed by wars. People cannot develop clean habits until they have clean water.”



From Edwin Chadwick’s report in 1842 on the poor sanitary conditions of Britain.
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	Edwin Chadwick

Chadwick was a lawyer who devoted his efforts towards health and social reforms. He worked on the famous public health enquiry.

Report findings
-

-

-

-

	John Snow
A famous surgeon. He later investigated a street in London in which 700 people died of cholera. He began to research the cause of deaths. He found that the victims had all drank water from the same place. Those who did not die in the area were getting their water from another source. Snow found that a street toilet had been leaking into the water pump where 700 had died, from drinking its contents. Snow had proved that cholera was not carried through the air (miasma), but carried through the water. Instead it was caught by drinking the water, which contained diarrhoea from a cholera sufferer.
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English engraving called the “death dispensary.” It appeared in fun magazine in 1866. Published weekly, it contained amusing poems, cartoons and stories.
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