[bookmark: _GoBack]How dirty were Britain’s towns in the early 1800s?

The health and wellbeing of ordinary men, women and children (public health) was in a poor state in the 1800s. The average age of death for the working man was 30. In some places such as Liverpool the average age was 15. In Manchester, one in every five children died before their first birthday and one in three died before they reached the age of five. Despite obvious breakthroughs and progress in the medical profession, the general public health of Britain seemed to get progressively worse. 

The growth of towns and cities
[image: ]Britain’s towns and cities grew quickly in the first 50 years of the 1800s, due to this the health of the people living in them grew worse also. Sheffield has a population of about 12,000 people in 1750, but by 1850, the number had risen to 150,000. People flocked to cities like Sheffield in order to get a job in one of the new factories. Many factories were built in the north in the 1800s and thousands of workers were needed to operate the machinery that made cloth, pottery iron or steel. As a result housing was needed. New houses were the built “back-to-back.” These houses squeezed as many workers as possible into each street. Almost all the houses were crowded, often with five or more people living in one small room.

Disease in the slums
Few of the houses had toilets. The best some families could manage was a bucket in the corner of the room that would be emptied now and again, into the street, or stored outside the door until there was enough to sell to a farmer as manure. Sometimes a water pump provided water, but often the water only came from the Local River or pond, and this would be as filthy as the water in the streets. There was no rubbish collectors, no street cleaners or sewers, and no fresh running water. Sewage trickled down the streets and into nearby rivers, yet most families washed their clothes, bathed in and drank the same river water. It was no wonder terrible diseases like typhoid, tuberculosis (TB) and cholera were common. No one really knew (at this stage) how people caught diseases, or how to avoid catching them. 

Where was public health worse in the medieval period?
Public health refers to the health and wellbeing of the population as a whole. People often assume that the conditions in medieval towns were poor. They were certainly bad compared to modern standards, but the level of cleanliness were rising in some places. Medieval towns, as they got bigger, did not have adequate pipes to deal with the demand for water.
[image: ]
Part one: Medieval towns
Medieval towns were built near rivers, as people needed quick access to rivers for drinking water and means of transport. However, clean water was hard to come by as most rivers were contaminated with waste. Many people who lived in the towns used the rivers to throw their waste. Rivers also provided water to businesses such as bakeries and breweries, which also used rivers to remove their waste. Local councils tried to stop businesses polluting the rivers, but it was hard to police. Leather tanners (people who made leather) used dangerous chemicals, while butchers created waste like blood and guts, both of which were dumped into rivers. 

[image: ]There were no dustbins or rubbish collectors to remove wasted, so it just lay in the streets until the rain washed it away. Wells were built in towns so that people could collect water. However, next to these wells cesspits were then built. The cesspits collected the waste from privy’s (a toilet located in a small shed outside a house or building). The cesspits would often contaminate the wells, making the water disease ridden. The cesspits were only dug out once a year by gong farmers, the waste was then used as manure on farms. If the cesspits were not emptied before they became full, then the sewage seeped into and polluted rivers. 

In towns streets became muddy when it rained. In addition the open drains that ran down the streets to carry away waste and water often overflowed, as did the privy cesspits. The streets stank and because medieval houses were built side by side, the majority of the town’s people suffered, as disease spread easy.
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