Conditions in Victorian towns and cities
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‘Over London by railway’ by a French artist, Gustav Doré. It shows working class back-to-back houses in the East End of London, 1872.  The picture appeared in a collection of images that the artist produced documenting life in London at the time. Some critics of his book accused him of ‘inventing rather than copying’. Nevertheless his book was a financial success.
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My patient has very bad health due to cholera ( a disease caught from infected water) from the poor water. His wife has rheumatism. The water in front of the house has collected from various sources. The yard has never been dry since he came to it. There is a pit, a great depth in one corner, made by the landlord, to take away the water, but it is full of deposit. The stench is often so bad, and especially after rain, that he and his wife cannot bear it.

Robert Baker, a surgeon from Leeds, describing houses in Leeds, 1830
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A whole family is accommodated in a single bed, and sometimes a heap of filthy straw and a covering of old sacking hide them in one undistinguished heap. Frequently we found two or more families crowded into one small house, containing only two apartments, one in which they slept, and another in which they ate. Often more than one family lived in a damp cellar, containing only one room, in which twelve to sixteen people were crowded. Often they also kept pigs and other animals in these rooms.

Notes made by Dr J.P.Kay, published in 1832 and describing housing in Manchester.  Dr Kay campaigned to improve the living conditions of the working classes
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There is a huge dunghill here. The owner sells it. He gets more money for older dung! The pile smells so badly that people nearby have to keep their food covered because it tastes of the dunghill.

A doctor’s report for the government on the state of a street in Scotland in 1842
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A photograph taken in a row of back-to-back house in Staithes, Yorkshire in the late nineteenth century
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