Report on the sanitary condition of the City of London for the year
1855-56.

Contributors

City of London (London, England). Corporation of London.
Letheby, Henry.

Publication/Creation
London : M. Lownds, 1856.

Persistent URL

https://wellcomecollection.org/works/ncjn2g6x

License and attribution

You have permission to make copies of this work under a Creative Commons,
Attribution, Non-commercial license.

Non-commercial use includes private study, academic research, teaching,
and other activities that are not primarily intended for, or directed towards,
commercial advantage or private monetary compensation. See the Legal
Code for further information.

Image source should be attributed as specified in the full catalogue record. If
no source is given the image should be attributed to Wellcome Collection.

Wellcome Collection

183 Euston Road

London NW1 2BE UK

T +44 (0)20 7611 8722

E library@wellcomecollection.org
https://wellcomecollection.org



http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/legalcode
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/legalcode




























6

You will perceive by the first table, that the
total mortality of the year is 2,910. This number
is 490, or nearly 17 per cent. under that of the
preceding year; and it is 280, or about 11 per cent.
less than the average of the last eight years: in
fact, the death rate of the whole City has been
reduced from a general average of 24 per 1,000
of the inhabitants to 22. How much misery and
desolation are represented by the difference in these
numbers cannot be expressed; but you can easily
imagine that an improvement to the extent of 11
per cent. in the health and vitality of a population
is a matter of no mean importance ; and I lay stress
upon it, because I know that it is due, in a very
large degree, to the operation of those sanitary
measures which were put into action by my prede-
cessor—* it is,” to use his own metaphor, *the
fruitage of that stately tree which begins to give
evidence of its widelier spreading roots.” I hope
that the results of my own labours in your service
will be equally beneficial.

And now, in turning from the contemplation of
what has been done, to the consideration of that
which is still to be accomplished, I am reminded
that there is yet a wide field of action before me,
and that it will require great energy to deal with
the many untoward circumstances that beset a City
life ; for wheresoever there is a large aggregation
of living beings, there are always fertile sources of



1

disease, arising out of the filth, the overcrowding,
the defective diet, and the many bad and impro-
vident habits of the poor and the reckless. There
it is that the principles of sanitary medicine, and
the legislation of a watchful government can be best
applied. This, I am sure you will say, is amply
illustrated by what follows.

On looking at the death-rates of the several
districts and sub-districts of the territory over which
you have jurisdiction, it will be seen that their
proportions differ in a very remarkable manner, and
that they have contributed very unequally towards
the general aggregate ; for, while the total mortality
of the whole City is at the rate of 22 per 1,000 of
the inhabitants, that of the several sub-divisions is
from 15 to 30 in the 1,000. In the City of London
Union, for example, the mortality has been from 15
to 19 in the 1,000; and in that division of the
metropolis which forms the Eastern part of the
City the number of deaths has been from 22 to 28
in the 1,000; and worse still in one of the most
densely crowded of all the metropolitan sub-
districts—namely, the Southern part of the West
London Union, the mortality has risen to 30 in the
1,000, -

Now, although we can have no hesitation in con-
cluding that in the last case there must have been a
frightful sacrifice of human life—for the mortality
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of the place has been just double what it ought
to have been ; yet we are by no means assured that
in the first instance there has been a proportionate
saving of it. True it is, that the average death-rate
of the City of London Union is as low as 17.7 per
1,000 of the inhabitants ; but we must not lose sight
of the fact that many influences have been at work
in keeping down the proportion of deaths, which do
not strictly belong to the sanitary affairs of the
district. One of these arises out of a practice that
is universally followed by the better classes—
namely, that of avoiding as far as possible the
aggravating circumstances of a City life, and of
moving away into a more healthy district whenever
the hand of sickness is placed upon them. This
necessarily causes the exclusion of a large number
of deaths which rightly belong to the City returns;
and if these circumstances were not duly considered,
we should be disposed to imagine that the state of
the public health in the very heart of the metropolis
is actually better than it is in all England, or even
than it is in the average of our rural districts ; for,
according to the last Annual Report of the Registrar
General, the mortality of England is at the rate of
22'1 per 1,000, while that of town districts is 25°8,
and that of the country 20-3. It would therefore
appear from a superficial examination of these
numbers, that the vitality of the City Union is
actually 24 per cent. better than that of England
generally, and 15 per cent. better than that of
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the bills of mortality, as if there were plague spots
in the city.

And now, there is another circumstance to which
I must direct your attention—it is that which
relates to the early age at which the great bulk of
your fellow citizens die. You will notice in the
second table I have placed before you, that out of a
total annual mortality of 2,910, as many as 1,119
perished before they had reached the fifth year of
their age. This is at the rate of 38 per cent. of all
the deaths. It ranges, however, in the different
districts of the City from 30 to 40 per cent; and,
as you might suppose, the infant mortality is
greatest in the crowded alleys and courts of the
Eastern and Western Unions.

In all England the mortality of children under
five years of age is, as mearly as possible, 39 per
cent. of all the deaths. This is, apparently, a larger
proportion than occurs in the City of London, and
as in the last case, without due consideration, it
might be made the ground of a false opinion as to
the state of the public health. Let us therefore
examine the facts a little more closely. ILondon,
as you know, is not the nursery of its population.
Few comparatively of those who live and labor
among you are citizens by birth. The great bulk
of your population has entered upon a London
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career after having passed the perils of infancy
elsewhere ; indeed, your City is ever receiving fresh
accessions of vigorous life in the very prime of youth.
This relieves the metropolis from a weight of infant
mortality that would otherwise press heavily upon
it ; and to learn, therefore, how great is the death-
rate of your infant population, you must, as in other
cases, compare the proportion of the dead to that of
the living. In doing this, we find that while in
England the mortality of children under five years of
age is about 68 in the 1,000, and in country districts
only 37 ; in the City of London it is 82, and in the
western division of it, it is 104. This represents
a mortality that is 52 per cent. over the average of
England, and 181 per cent. over that of the country.
At first sight you may not perhaps perceive the
magnitude of this fact ; but when you reflect on it,
and consider that for every single death that should
occur among the children, there are nearly three
deaths, and that the surplus mortality is due, in a
great degree, to causes over which you have control,
you will then see how important is the matter, and
will, I doubt not, be ready to admit that there is an
urgent necessity for prompt and active interference,

And then again, if we look to the mortality of the
adult population, and compare it with what it should
be in a healthy district, we shall notice that in every
part of this metropolis the death-rate of the people
is very large. Taking the mortality of 15 in the
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1,000 as that which is natural to this country, and
comparing it with that of 30 in the 1,000 which
occurs in some parts of the City, you will perceive
that the death-rate is exactly doubled; and if, in
pursuing the inquiry still further, we ask what has
been the mean duration of adult life among those
who have passed away from us, we shall find that
every man who dies in this City has been robbed of
from ten to twelve years of his existence. I have
brought this class of facts prominently before you
in the fifth table of the appendix. You will there
see that while in England generally the mean
duration of life with men who have reached the
twentieth year of their age is forty years, in the
City of London it is but thirty, and in the western
divisions of it it is only twenty-eight. What a
contrast is this to the Divine intention, that at
least three-score years and ten are allotted to man ;
and what a commentary is it on the boast of civili-
zation, that one of its noblest objects is the pre-
servation of human life, of which it would have us
believe it entertains the highest appreciation. To
think that here in the very heart of civilised society,
where the influences of wealth, and industry, and
knowledge are exercised to their fullest extent,
there should be such a disregard of human life,
that if it be not sacrificed openly and by foul means,
it is rarely made the subject of serious consideration.
Who would imagine that in this City the natural
mortality of the place is not only doubled, but that
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men are stricken down in the very middle of their
career—that he who starts upon a City life at the
age of twenty, hardly stands a better chance in his
struggle for existence, than do the average of infants
when they are a year old; for in the one case he
only reaches to the age of forty-eight, and in the
other, with all the dangers of early life, they will
get to be forty-seven.

I have endeavoured to elucidate this in the fifth
table of the series, but I regret that it has not the
signification it deserves; for, although it shows how
the crowding of people into a limited space will
affect their mortality both as to number and age,
yet it will give you no idea of the extent to which
persons are aggregated in some of your worst
districts, nor will it show you how great are the
evils which are consequent upon it. These can be
learnt only from an actual inspection of the localities
themselves; and I may here mention such places
as Thompson’s Rents, Providence Place, Blythe
Buildings, Reeve’s Rents, Montague Court, Rose
Alley, Catherine Wheel Alley, Still Alley, Pea Hen
Court, and Gun Square, which belong to the North-
East District; Red Cross Square, Black Swan
Court, Black Raven Court, Three King Court, and
Crown Court, which belong to the South-East
District ; The Sun Courts, Vine Court, Willis Court,
Smith’s Court, and Bridgewater Place, which are
within the North-Middle District; Fann Court,
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Sugar Loaf Court, Crown Court, Bromley’s Build-
ings, and Pennyfather’s Rents, in the South-Middle
District; Plumtree Court, Plough Court, Union
Court, Holborn Buildings, Bear Alley, Ely Court,
and Robin Hood Court in the North-West District ;
and Black Horse Alley, Harp Court, Crane Counrt,
Helmet Court, Crown Court, Elliott Square, and
Labour-in-Vain Yard, belonging to the South-West
District.  All these are made up of the dwellings
of the poor; and such, in most cases, are their
wretchedness, their filth, and their squalor, that to
see them is to be sick at heart, and to be almost in
despair at the thought of ever being able to over-
come the difficulties which are opposed to sanitary
progress. Nevertheless, it is here that the powers
which you possess can be most beneficially exerted.
It is here that the efforts of Hygiene will tell most
advantageously in improving the health of the
population; for, by removing the unwholesome
influences which crowd about the habitations of the
poor, you not only remove the more immediate
causes of disease, but you give to nature the means
of recruiting her strength, and of making labour
sweet. You improve the tone and condition of the
poor man’s body, and so make him less susceptible
of those minor influences which are inseparable from
our social condition; and when to this we add the
corresponding salutary change that must be effected
in the morals of such a community, we cannot fail
to be impressed with the importance of the subject,
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and to be encouraged even in the midst of the
disheartening circumstances that beset it.

But to come back to the matter of the table:
looking at the density of the population of England,
and at the mean expectancy of life, we find, in the
first place, that there is but one person to every
half acre of surface, and secondly, that a man at
twenty years of age may expect to live to sixty.
In the City of London there are 179 persons to an
acre, and the expectancy of life is only to fifty
years; in the Western Division of the City there
are 212 persons to an acre, and there the man
must not hope to live beyond the age of forty-
eight. Now if we bring to these facts our know-
ledge of the habits of those who are the denizens
of such crowded localities, we shall have no diffi-
culty in understanding how it is that the hand of
death is so busy among them: in fact, what I have
already said of the condition of Plumtree Court,
applies in a scarcely less degree to that of the
other places which I have mentioned. And
although the mortality and sickness which are
incidental to such a state of things are fearfully
large, yet it is unfortunate that they are not such
as to strike us with a due sense of their importance.
What with the youthfulness of their victims, the
constancy of their action, and the fact of their
being extended over a long period of time, we are
not disposed, at a first glance, to recognise the
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mischief in all its magnitude, and we pass it by as
a thing of but little moment, It is not so with the
sudden flash of an epidemic. The quick sacrifice
of a few thousand lives rouses us from our thought-
less abstractions, and tells us how great is the danger
of neglecting our sanitary defences; but no epi-
demic, even in its most violent manifestation, can
equal in its aggregate results the terrible mischief
that is done by the slow and continued working of
these endemic influences; and no district can be
regarded as safe where the health of the people is
sapped, as it is here, and where the children are
born, as it were, only to destruction. And this is
not all, for it is in such places that the seeds of
epidemic diseases are always lurking. There it is
they wait for some last condition that is necessary
to their activity ; and, when once they have burst
into life, it is there also they find the right soil for
their continued growth and development; and
then, like rank weeds, they spread fast and far into
the cleaner ground of the neighbouring distriets.
When this happens, we are earnest enough in our
endeavours to root them out, and we vainly regret
that we had not crushed them in the germ.

As to the nature of the diseases which are nur-
tured in such districts, you will see by the table -
that they are fever, consumption, and a whole group
of infantile maladies. In all England the mortality
from fever does not exceed 4 per cent. of the deaths.
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In such places as Plumfree Court and the worst
districts of the East and West London Unions, it
mounts up to 7 per cent. Again, while the common
infantile diseases are fatal generally only to the
extent of 85 per cent., in the City Unions they
reach to 21 per cent.; and then with regard to
consumption, this does not ordinarily contribute to
more thon 15 per cent. of the deaths, though in the
West London Union its proportion is 21 per cent.

Finally, as a subject of much interest, I have
endeavoured to ascertain how the several trades and
occupations have influenced the mortality of the
people. Here, however, I have not had the means
of calculating very precisely the death-rate of each
particular class ; and the results of my investigation
must therefore be looked upon only as approxi-
mations to the general truth, and as evidences of
what is yet to be done in this department of state
medicine ; nevertheless, they will show you that the
mortality of particular classes is considerably above
the average.

I stated, but just now, that the expectancy of life
among young men generally at twenty years of age,
was up to sixty. You will perceive that this is
nearly the expectancy in London with shopkeepers
and domestic servants; for the mean age at which
they die is 58-8 and 58'6. Butchers, poulterers, and
fishmongers live to the age of 538. Carpenters,
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total number of deaths in the workhouses was 456
—of which 231 were males, and 225 females. Of
these fifty-two belonged to the laborer class, forty-
one to the porter, ten to the clerk, twenty-three to
the tailor, seventeen to the metal worker, thirteen
to the publican, thirty-four to the shoemaker, fifteen
to the soldier, twenty-three to the carpenter, fifteen
to the cabman, twenty-nine to the shopkeeper, six
to the butcher, thirty-nine to the domestic, and the
rest are not specified. In all about 15 per cent. of
the deaths occurred in the workhouses. How many
more took place among those who were living
without, while in the receipt of parish assistance,
I cannot say. Nor can any estimate be formed of
the amount of preventable poverty that is repre-
sented by these numbers.

That you have done*something, however, towards
the removal of the most prominent causes of disease,
and have rendered more safely habitable the worst
districts of the City, is shown by the inspector’s
returns for each week of the year: from these I
- find that as many as 5,401 distinct inspections of
houses have been made, and that 1,215 notices have
been served for cleansing, draining, and otherwise
improving the state of each locality. Besides which
we have closed the last of the City churchyards,
and have banished, as I hope for ever, the practice
of burying the dead in the midst of the living. In
alluding to this matter for the last time, I may say
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that it is a subject for congratulation to this Court
to know that, after years of continual struggle, you
have at last been able to overcome the difficulties
which beset the question, not the least important of
which were the antagonistic and unworthy preju-
dices of those who should have been with you in
the matter.

I have also endeavoured, by means of my weekly
reports, to draw attention to the fact that a large
source of danger exists in the practice which is still
almost universally followed of conveying those who
are sick of fever and other infectious diseases to the
hospitals in the public cabs. The poor also employ
these vehicles to carry their dead to the distant
cemeteries ; and often the cabs become soiled with
the corrupt matter that flows out through the
joints of the badly made coffins. This cannot fail
to be a prolific source of disease, and I regret that
means have not been taken to put a stop to both of
these practices.

Lastly, there is another subject on which I ought
to express myself freely and frankly: it is that of
the drainage of this metropolis, a matter in which
the metropolitan board is now debating. Without
doubt some plan should be adopted which will
effectually remove from London the sewage which
now saturates the soil and pollutes the river. I
do not pretend to offer an opinion on the locality
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which should be chosen for the outlet of so vast a
quantity of decomposing organic matter, but I do
say that it should be a very distant one; for whether
the powers of chemistry may hereafter come to our
aid in deciding on the economic use of this mate-
rial, or whether it is always to be let loose into the
ocean as a thing which defies our skill in usefully
appropriating it, in either case it must be manifest
that the locality for its outlet should be as distant as
possible from the metropolis ; for, on the one hand,
we must avoid the tidal flux and reflux of a very sea
of putrifying matter, and in the other we must guard
against the noxious emanations which will assuredly
accompany any chemical manipulation of it. On
these points I venture, therefore, to speak emphati-
cally, because I know that there is a tendency, from
economical motives, to adopt measures of a some-
what temporary and expedient character—measures
which will be found hereafter expensive and elabo-
rate disguises of a nuisance that is still untouched.
Eloquently and with truth has Mr. Simon deseribed
the pernicious effects of the sewage miasms, and
has told you that  from the polluted bosom of the
river there steam up, incessantly, though unseen,
the vapours of a retributive poison; densest and
most destructive, no doubt, along the sodden banks
and stinking sewers of lowest level; but spreading
over miles of land—sometimes rolled high by wind,
sometimes blended low with mist, and baneful, even
to their margin that curls over distant fields. Yor

































