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'The almost universal scarcity of supplies of water for domestic use 
[contributes] ... to increase the evils under which they labour. It is 
difficult to estimate with any accuracy the influence produced on the 
health of the poor from this serious defect; but all those evils which 
have their origin in want of cleanliness must be greatly aggravated by 
this cause. The great moral results consequent upon an increase in the 
means of cleanliness have not yet, we fear, received the attention which 
their importance merits; the domestic comfort of a poor man's abode 
and his own self-respect, are mainly dependent upon this.' 1

On the 28th May, 1842, the first public wash-houses in the 
country were opened in one of the poorest districts of 
Liverpool. The building, in Upper Frederick Street, also 
contained the first baths in Liverpool to be provided speci 
fically for the use of the labouring classes. It was a modest 
enterprise, designed only as an experiment, but met with 
immediate success and stimulated interest and imitation 
from other large towns.

The provision of public baths and wash-houses needs to 
be set firmly in the context of the 1840s in order to 
appreciate fully the novelty and implications of such a 
development. The general condition of Liverpool in this 
period is now well-documented, but for many contempora 
ries the circumstances under which half the population 
lived were only just beginning to emerge. The writings of 
men such as Dr. W.H. Duncan (soon to become the 
country's first Medical Officer of Health) and the local 
builder and champion of public water supply, Samuel
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Holme, made clear the extent of the problem by the 
mid-1840s. Both these men gave evidence to the 'Health of 
Towns' Commission which produced its first report in 1844. 
Duncan's essay 'On the Physical Causes of the High Rate of 
Mortality in Liverpool'- dismissed any idea that Liverpool 
was a healthy town, a belief that had lingered for a 
surprising length of time. 3 Duncan showed that the high 
mortality rate (the average life expectancy was nineteen 
years) was due to a 'want of drainage and cleansing, 
ill-conditioned dwellings, defective ventilation, scanty sup 
plies of water, and to other causes capable of remedy'. 4 The 
'ill-conditioned dwellings' consisted of Liverpool's notor 
ious cellars and courts. By mid-century about 40% of 
Liverpool's inhabitants   50% of its manual workers   lived in 
court or cellar dwellings. 5 This 40% was packed into one of the 
most densely populated districts in the country. Duncan 
calculated that there were 138,224 people to the square mile 
in the worst area, and this was out of a total population of 
223,054, of whom 160,000 belonged to the working-class. 6 
The population was subject to 'a kind of hydraulic press to 
squeeze the inhabitants into the smallest space'. 7 Sanitary 
provisions in these districts were appalling, or non-existent. 
Privies and ash-pits (intended for dry refuse but often used 
for the emptying of chamber-pots) were shared 'facilities', 
badly constructed and often unusable, or unapproachable. 
'Tunnel middens' designed to receive accumulations of 
sewerage had to be emptied periodically, an unenviable task 
often neglected until the nuisance was too great. Sewers were 
not extensive and of a very limited sanitary utility since they 
were designed as storm-sewers and it was forbidden to use 
them for the disposal of 'filth' from privies. All this meant 
that frequently a 'layer of abomination' spread 'over the 
entire surface of the court'. 8 The conditions for those living 
below the surface level of the court can scarcely be imagined. 
If keeping healthy in such surroundings was difficult, 
keeping clean was impossible.

One the major causes of these evils was the 'scanty supply 
of water', and, as the Health of Towns Commissioners were 
quick to point out, one of the major remedies would be a 
regular supply of this great necessity of life. Water was 
needed for drainage, fire-prevention (a particular hazard in 
the dock and warehouse area of Liverpool), for cleansing the 
streets and courts as well as for domestic purposes such as 
drinking, cooking, washing and personal cleanliness and 
hygiene. In their second report the Commissioners devote
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much attention to water supply, or rather, the lack of it. 
Medical men, they state, are unanimous in their conviction 
that much disease and many inconveniences are due to a 
lack of water. 9 ' The filth the poorer classes dwell in has 
'produced a very general impression, that they are not 
capable of appreciating the advantages and comfort either 
of personal or domestic cleanliness'. This idea must be 
dismissed, '. . . their daily occupations, and the nature of 
their employments, are such as frequently render constant 
personal cleanliness comparatively unattainable, and unless 
every possible facility is afforded for this end, they soon 
become insensible to its importance.' 10 That cleanliness was 
obtainable is clear from the example of Nottingham where a 
small section of the working-classes had been supplied with 
water 'on tap'. Mr. Hawksley, giving evidence for that town, 
reported that, 'the increase of personal cleanliness was at 
first very marked indeed, it was obvious in the streets. The 
medical man reported that the increase in cleanliness was 
very great in the houses, and that there was less disease'." 
There was also a general and undefined feeling that, despite 
quashing the myth that the poor were incapable of clean 
liness, cleaning up the working-classes would result in their 
moral improvement - that cleanliness was next to godliness.

The Commission stated that 'it does not appear to be a 
generally recognized principle "that it should form part of 
the duty of the body entrusted with the local government of 
the town to enforce or provide an adequate supply of 
water'. 12 Liverpool was singled out for some of the most 
scathing criticism on this count. Before 1847, 13 water in 
Liverpool was supplied by two private companies who, the 
Commission stated, had a private agreement which gave 
them a monopoly and enhanced the cost. The Commission 
found the whole idea of water supply as a 'good speculation' 
distasteful. As with other trades there was no inducement to 
supply until a large demand grew up, by which time the 
'community contract habits of uncleanliness'. 14 Water was 
supplied irregularly and the length of time over which it was 
supplied might be less than an hour at a time and on 
occasion no more than three times a week, although, to be 
fair, supplies were limited by the productivity of local 
springs and wells as well as by the systems of provision 
adopted by the two companies.

Landlords were responsible for paying the water rates, 
and if payments were not made the water supply was cut off 
and remained so until the bill was paid. Begging for water
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was common as there were no free water pumps in the town 
before 1843. It is clear, as Playfair pointed out, that the rich 
benefited from the system, simply because they could afford 
to pay for water. In some of the more prestigious residential 
areas both the Bootle and the Harrington companies had 
laid down pipes. As for the lower classes, 'the absence of 
such facilities with them forms an insurmountable barrier to 
cleanliness, and they necessarily acquire those filthy habits 
which entail upon them all the concomitant evils of immo 
rality, disease and death'. 15 The need to provide, in some 
way, the 'means to cleanliness' was thus clearly recognized. 
The poor had no facilities of their own in which to wash 
themselves or their clothes and would have been unable to 
obtain or afford the necessary water, even if these facilities 
existed.

II

XX. We, therefore, recommend that every facility be afforded to 
furnish ample supplies of water to public baths and wash-houses that 
may be established for the use of the poorer classes. 
Health of Towns Commission 16

On the 2nd September, 1840 the following motion, of which 
notice had been given by Mr. Councillor Rathbone, was 
passed by the Liverpool town council:

that a special committee be appointed to consider a report, after such 
enquiries as may be found necessary, upon the propriety of erections, 
in three several parts of the town, for baths for the use of the poor, with 
conveniences by means of cellars, or otherwise, for the washing of their 
clothes, according to a plan which will be submitted to the Council

From this minute grew the baths at Frederick Street, with 
laundry facilities.

The provision of facilities for bathing was not a new idea 
in Liverpool. In the eighteenth century and first quarter of 
the nineteenth century, sea-bathing had been popular - 
'from the old fort northward a fine sandy beach offered 
excellent, facilities for a marine plunge'. 18 The area was 
frequented by those from the manufacturing districts who, 
according to Picton, had 'coom fur t'ha a dip i' the' saut 
weytur'. Bathing-caravans were placed on the north shore, 
'and such as could not afford the luxury of the caravan 
undressed on the sands'. 20 By 1844 this had become
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'extremely unadvisable, and even, indecent, the shore being 
now so public, and the frontage to the river so covered with 
dwelling houses'. 21 Sea-bathing was simply becoming 
impractical at Liverpool, the docks' extension having as 
much to do with its demise as the Victorian's sense of 
propriety.

In 1794 the Corporation had purchased, for £4,000, a 
private bathing establishment22 at the end of New Quay, 
which gave Bath Street its name. They spent a further 
£1,000 renovating the baths until they were rendered 'as 
commodious, safe, and elegant as any of the kind in 
England, and have all the advantages of the salubrity of 
salt-water without exposing the bather to view'. 23 By 1820 
this had been demolished to make way for the construction 
of Prince's Dock. Two years later, plans were put forward for 
the construction of baths on the west side of St. George's 
Dock. The St. George's or Pierhead Baths were eventually 
opened in 1828 at a cost of £24,481 (double the original 
estimate due to bad foundations) and despite fierce objec 
tions from many commentators who thought the space 
ought not to be 'encroached upon for any other objects but 
those for which all the space may be so urgently required, 
namely for the accommodation of travellers, and for the 
various purposes of trade'. 24 At first the baths were man 
aged by a bathkeeper and assistants appointed by the 
Council, but in 1836 they were let out by contract. The 
tenant was to pay working expenses only and the cost of 
engineering staff and repairs were to be defrayed by the 
Council. Repairs proved to be a frequent expense. In 1850 
the Council resumed direct control of the buildings and 
several reports and plans were drawn up for a complete 
reconstruction and enlargement of the Baths. 25 Little was 
ever achieved and the Baths were eventually closed and 
demolished in 1906. They had never, however, deserved the 
title of public baths. In 1844 Samuel Holme had stated in 
response to questions from the Health of Towns Commis 
sioners: 'There are public baths, of a spacious description, 
which belong to the Corporation, and are leased out. The 
charge for a bath is Is. For a warm bath 2s. The water is 
raised from the river by a steam engine, and being filtered, 
is pure and pleasant. These baths are not frequented by the 
lower orders on account of the price of admission'. 26

The provision of laundry facilities was based on more 
practical experience. William Rathbone and his wife had 
been drawn to the need for such facilities by the efforts of a
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'labourer's wife', Mrs. Catherine Wilkinson, whose story 
contained just the correct 'romantic' ingredients to trans 
form her subsequently into a deserving local heroine. In 
1832, at the height of the cholera outbreak, 'Kitty' Wilkin 
son, who was lucky enough to possess a boiler in her back 
kitchen in Upper Frederick Street, began providing facilities 
for neighbours to wash their clothes there and to dry them 
in the covering passage and back-yard of her house. Aided 
by the District Provident Society and some 'benevolent 
ladies' she was soon able to provide facilities for about 85 
families a week at a weekly charge of Id. 27 'The value of 
these efforts, and the eagerness of the poor to avail them 
selves of them, having been proved by a trial of some years, 
the subject was taken up by the Town Council, and it was 
determined to erect Wash-houses, in connection with Baths 
for the poor, at public expense, in different parts of the 
town, both of which, it was thought, might be easily and 
profitably combined.' 28

The baths erected in Frederick Street in 1842, then, were 
the first serious attempt to provide bathing facilities for the 
poor. What was completely novel about Frederick Street, 
however was the combination of facilities for the washing of 
clothes. 2J The building opened at the end of May 1842 was a 
'plain brick structure, two storeys high, square with the line 
of the street'.'0 To the front was a 'commodious' superin- 
tendant's house. The bathing facilities comprised eighteen 
private and one vapour bath (added in 1844). Two 'first 
class' and eight 'third class' baths were situated on the first 
storey. The latter were in a room 24 feet by 16 feet with a 
passage down the middle. On each side of this were four 
small rooms, five feet nine inches by five feet divided by 
wooden partitions. Men and women bathed here at different 
hours. Four 'second class' men's and four 'second class' 
women's baths, together with the vapour bath were situated 
on the second storey in separate apartments, where the 
'Reading Room' indicated in Plate I had been situated. 
(This had very soon proved unsuccessful and been aban 
doned.) The baths were 5'3" in length at the top and 4' at 
the bottom, 2' tapering to 1'9" in width, and I'll" deep, all 
lined with smooth slates. A portion were fitted with shower 
baths. The vapour bath, made of zinc, was of a 'neat, light' 
appearance and placed in a convenient and airy room 
furnished with a sofa and blankets. A slipper bath was also 
kept and conveyed on a truck to the dwellings of those too ill 
to reach the establishment.
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The system of dividing the baths into 'first', 'second' and 
'third' class was adopted in all Liverpool's baths and 
requires brief explanation. As might be expected the 
distinctions implied varying degrees of privacy and comfort, 
as can be seen in Plates I and II. According to the 1846 
description, baths in the third class were filled with water by 
the attendant, although pipes conveyed both hot and cold 
water to the baths. First and second class bathers were 
allowed to admit hot and cold water themselves. The baths 
were priced accordingly: Id. and 2d. for third class cold and 
warm baths respectively; 3d. and 6d. for second class cold 
and warm baths; and 6d. and Is. for first class cold and 
warm baths. The vapour bath cost Is. When 'plunge' 
(swimming) baths were included in subsequent estab 
lishments, the class distinction took on a new meaning. 
Until the early twentieth century a 'fill and empty' system 
operated at Liverpool's baths, that is, there was no filtration 
plant installed to 'cleanse' the water, such as existed at the 
Pierhead Baths. Thus when the bath was filled with fresh 
water, it was a 'first class' day, and when the water became 
dirty, it became 'second class' at reduced prices. It was not 
emptied until heavily loaded with dirt. (One wonders 
whether 'third class' swimmers left the water in a less clean 
and healthy state than they entered it.)

The wash-house at Frederick Street was situated in the 
back cellar and entered from the yard. It contained 21 tubs 
and 2 boilers and also had a drying-store. The tubs were 
twenty-two inches long, twenty-four inches wide at the top 
and thirteen inches wide at the bottom and eleven inches 
deep. Hot and cold water was conveyed to each by pipes, 
opened with a key. The drying-closet contained five iron 
sliding-frames, each fourteen feet long and seven feet four 
inches high and divided in the middle by a rod to keep 
separate the clothes of two individuals. It was soon found far 
too small for the large quantities of clothes which were 
washed. A small detached building for the washing of 
infected clothes was provided. A note from a medical man 
would ensure that this was done free. The rules and charges 
laid down for the use of the Frederick Street Baths and 
wash-houses were reproduced in Parliamentary Papers. 32

Water was supplied by contract with the Liverpool and 
Harrington Water Company for £52 10s. annually. By 1846, 
1,638,000 gallons were being used a year, 6,000 a day in the 
summer months and 3,000 a day in the winter. The water 
was stored in three iron tanks, the cold water tank holding
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up to 7,000 gallons and the two hot-water tanks 1,400 
gallons each. The water was heated by means of a furnace in 
a detached building under the tanks. The vapour bath and 
drying-store in the wash-house were heated by steam con 
ducted through iron pipes.

Water was supposed to be delivered on a daily basis, 
except Sunday, and consequently twice on Saturday. In 
practice the Harrington Company failed to do so and water 
supplies often ran low. This was noted as early as October 
1842. 33 By May 1845, supplies were recorded as being 
'irregular and inefficient 1 and the Health of Towns Com 
mittee decided that the manager of the Harrington Water 
Company would have to be contacted over the matter. 34 
Further complications arose when discussions began to 
arrange a supply of water to the new baths and wash-houses 
at Paul Street. The Harrington Company were unable to 
find a way by which they might provide a supply and after 
much unsatisfactory discussion, which delayed the opening 
of the new baths, the Baths sub-committee turned to the 
Bootle Company. They too were unable to offer a supply, as 
the pressure was not great enough. It was finally decided 
that the Baths would have to be fixed up with water from the 
Corporation's own works at Green Lane. In the meantime, 
since the Paul Street opening was now well behind 
schedule, the Harrington Company agreed to supply water 
on a temporary basis. 5

Within a few weeks of their opening the Frederick Street 
Baths and Wash-houses were declared a success. There 
simply was not enough room to accommodate all the people 
wishing to use the facilities. The wash-houses, and especi 
ally the drying area, were not extensive enough. 27,984 
baths were taken in the first two years; and 44,696 dozens of 
clothes were washed; the numbers continued to increase as 
the statistics from 1842 to 1846 show, and the Council 
therefore resolved to erect a building 'of greater extent, with 
the improved accommodation, arrangement and appliances 
that experience showed to be advisable'. 36 Plans were 
therefore put forward for an establishment in the north end 
of the town, on the junction of Paul Street and Bevington 
Hill. The cost for this was estimated at £6,500 but rose to 
£10,532 by the time of its completion in 1846. The com 
pleted result, Plates I and II, was on a much grander scale 
than that envisaged three years previously partly due to the 
inclusion of the plunge baths.

The Paul Street baths were built in the 'Elizabethan' style



'The means of cleanliness' 127

and were two stories high, the superintendant's house in 
Bevington Hill being three stories high (although only two 
are apparently indicated in Plate III). The part of the 
building containing the plunge baths was one storey high. 
There were separate entrances for male and female bathers. 
The plunge baths   the new feature of Paul Street   were, for 
males, 27 feet by 17 feet 8 inches, the depth of the water 
being from 3 feet 3 inches to 4 feet nine inches. On two sides 
of the plunge baths were nine dressing rooms next to the 
water with a passage behind. The women's baths, although 
smaller, were similarly arranged. Wooden steps opposite 
each bath led down into the water. The plunge baths were 
lined with white glazed tiles and lit by skylights. There 
were, in addition, on the ground floor 8 separate baths with 
one shower bath attached, two private baths with showers, 
one vapour bath, a waiting-room and w-c for men, and six 
separate baths and shower, one private bath with shower, 
one vapour bath, a waiting-room and w-c for women. On the 
upper storey there were an additional ten baths (of various 
classes) for men and seven for women, plus two more 
vapour baths. This made a grand total in the whole estab 
lishment of two plunge baths, thirty-four private baths and 
four vapour baths. 37

At the rear of the building, separated from it by the yard, 
were six wash-houses, one storey in height, each containing 
a boiler and ten wash-tubs. The building was lighted by 
sky-lights, having air-tanks on the floor and ventilation in 
the roof. In the immediate vicinity of the wash-house was 
the drying-store - 20 feet by 18 feet 6 inches - heated by a 
furnace and cast-iron flues and provided with sliding-horses 
for drying clothes as can be seen in Plate I. There was also a 
building for the washing of infected clothes. The superin 
tendant's house was by no means uncomfortable.

Like Frederick Street, which had been undergoing alter 
ations to improve its efficiency, Paul Street also turned out 
to be an immediate success and the Council agreed to 
establish additional institutions elsewhere in the town, by 
adopting Sir Henry Dunkcnfield's Act which would permit 
it to borrow £25,000 for the purpose. 38 Throughout 1848 
and 1849 possible sites were explored, but eventually only- 
one more was adopted   in Cornwallis Street   which 
opened in 1851 (the same year that the Baths accommo 
dation in Paul Street was extended). Although containing 
facilities for both wash-houses and baths, in the event, only 
the baths were opened and subsequently baths and wash-
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houses were housed in separate buildings. (Frederick Street 
was rebuilt entirely as wash-houses in the 1850s.) This, 
then, indicated a change of opinion since 1842, when it was 
considered that combining the two would lead to a saving 
on both men and machinery. It was now believed that a 
combination was detrimental to both facilities offered. In 
1852 a separate Baths and Wash-houses committee was 
formed to oversee all future policy in this sphere. Although 
all four establishments - Frederick Street, Pierhead, Paul 
Street and Cornwallis Street - underwent alterations in this 
decade, it was to be 1863 before another new establishment 
was opened.

Ill

The success of the baths and laundries erected at Liverpool, by the 
liberality of the Corporation, has stimulated private individuals in 
other towns to pursue this example.'59

The poor do not use the wash-houses. 40

Liverpool Town Council stated that the baths and wash- 
houses in Upper Frederick Street and Paul Street were a 
great success, and there seems little reason to dispute this 
verdict. It was based on the fact that within a few months it 
became apparent at both establishments, that the accom 
modation, especially as regards the wash-houses, was too 
limited. The popularity of the establishments cannot be 
doubted. In 1856, however, James Newlands, the Borough 
Engineer, published a retrospective history of the Baths and 
Wash-houses of Liverpool, in which he made some highly 
critical and uncomplimentary remarks, 41 which perhaps 
illustrate some of the problems facing an early sanitary- 
reforming corporation.

A major problem preying on the minds of the Council 
throughout the early years of the establishment of baths and 
wash-houses was finance. Finding the money to build and 
maintain the establishments was not a great burden on the 
Council's pocket. Yet there was a feeling amongst many 
that the establishments, if not profit-making, should at least 
be self-supporting. 42 These sentiments are understandable 
for the period. The idea that the Council should take 
responsibility for the sanitary condition of the towns, let 
alone pay for the privilege, was only just beginning to take 
hold. This uncertainty over the financing of the baths and
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wash-houses is apparent in the alterations made in the 
charges in the early years of their existence. By October 
1842, the sub-committee for Baths and Wash-houses was 
complaining that the Frederick Street establishment would 
never become self-sufficient at the present charges. 43 The 
Council, however, was reluctant to raise prices. The sub 
committee tried again the following year, pointing out that 
the establishment had not only to pay its way, but also had 
to pay off the interest on the capital expended on building 
it. 4 The price for baths, but not wash-houses, was therefore 
increased. The annual statement produced in June 1845 
showed that use of the wash-houses had increased, whereas 
there was a dramatic decline in the number of bathers, 
especially in the middle and low-priced baths, which could 
not be attributed entirely to the inclemency of the weather 
that year. (Middle-priced baths seem to have been intro 
duced during 1843.) In fact the sub-committee itself was led 
to conclude that the decline in bathers

seems to have commenced from the period of raising the prices in 
September 1843, and when it is considered that the Establishment was 
more especially designed for the benefit of the poor, the policy of the 
measure may now be doubted. It appears desirable that while care is 
taken to avoid working the Establishment at a loss, the making of a 
profit should not be the first object considered. 4 '

This was the crux of the matter. Prices were subsequently 
reduced and receipts increased 'not withstanding the reduc 
tions'. 46

The cost, and to a lesser extent, opening-hours, dictated 
who used the baths and wash-houses. It was here that 
Newlands made his most critical observations. As regards 
the baths, these were running at a loss   3.57d. per bather at 
Paul Street and 1.42d. at Cornwallis Street. Too many 
better class baths were provided (these had been thought 
necessary   or at least the middle class ones were   to offset 
the potential loss on the lowest priced baths) and the price 
charged for the lowest was too low. This all suggests that the 
class system was not a very efficient or economic way of 
providing this facility. Opening-hours did not improve this 
situation. Bathing, contended Newlands, especially in the 
private baths, only took place for a small portion of the day - 
Paul Street and Cornwallis being completely unemployed 
for the first half of the day, although the attendants are 
there all day.47 Saturday evening and Sunday morning are 
the only times these two bathing establishments are full.
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The fact was, of course, that the frequenters of low-priced 
baths are that class 'which is engaged in labour during the 
day'. Nevertheless, Newlands was fairly optimistic about 
the future of public baths, 'the habit of bathing is a process 
of education which is every day being developed more and 
more'.

His verdict on the wash-houses was not so favourable: 
'they do not in all cases benefit that class of the community 
for whose use philanthropy originated them'. His analysis of 
those people who used the Frederick Street wash-houses - 
now entirely devoted to that purpose - showed that from a 
sample of 1005 persons using the Frederick Street Estab 
lishment, 470 were washerwomen, 48 303 were householders 
and 232 were servants. Of the householders only 87 could be 
categorized as very poor, therefore less than 8% of the users 
could be said to come from the class for whom the wash- 
houses were designed. Newlands then asked why this 
should be so. Was the price too high? Or was it that the

necessary care and attention she has to bestow on her husband and 
family deters the labourer's wife from leaving her own home? Or that 
the innate self-respect and honest pride of the Englishwoman render 
her averse to parade her poverty before the eyes of her neighbours? Or, 
which is most likely, is the cause of the neglect to be traced to a 
combination of all these with an ignorance of the effect of cleanliness as 
a sanitary agent?

It would take a thorough analysis of wage rates and neces 
sary expenditure among the poorer classes, for which there 
is no room here, to determine whether the prices were too 
high. Of course, in a town like Liverpool, employment was 
often inconstant and it is likely that a large number of the 
labouring-classes often had enough difficulty meeting the 
demands of rent payments and simple subsistence to run to 
the comparative luxury of washing themselves or their 
clothes (and providing their own soap) however beneficial 
such an exercise might be. Furthermore, one wonders how 
many had clothes to wash. Rathbone himself had noted that 
few of the poor possessed sheets. 49 Many of the women 
'borrow clothes from their neighbours to wear while they 
wash their own'. 50 But what of the very poor who had 
nothing but a 'strip of coarse baling stuff' round their 
bodies?51 The problem, of course, is one of definition. 
Newlands says 'the poor' are not using the wash-houses, 
'except under the pressure of such a calamity as was the 
cause of their being established'^2 but he does not seem to
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consider that 'the poor' might not have anything to wash or 
no one from whom to borrow. He does not say how he 
reached his 8% figure (see above). He also does not 'label' 
the people who do use the wash-houses. Presumably they 
belong to the rest of the 'working class' and were not 
considered 'poor'. In fact, Newlands showed that those 
people who came gratefully and eagerly to monopolize the 
new facilities came from what can be described as the 
working-class 'elite'. 53 These were the people who could 
afford to respond to sanitary improvement when the means 
for this were provided.

IV

In the 1840s and 1850s the Town Council of Liverpool was 
having to address itself to many serious and pressing 
problems of a sanitary nature   housing, paving, cleansing, 
sewering   all of which entailed an outlay with no hope of a 
financial return. By the end of the 1840s it was having to 
cope with a serious typhus outbreak and the effects of the 
Irish famine. In these circumstances the provision of baths 
and wash-houses seems a minor issue. Furthermore, despite 
being heralded as a great sanitary improvement, baths and 
wash-houses only helped to palliate existing sanitary evils, 
not prevent them. This is a point Newlands put across 
forcefully:

these wash-houses are generally regarded as a public good, whereas 
they only indicate the existence of a great evil, and are at best but an 
expedient to palliate the defects of structural arrangement in the 
houses of the poor; a means for enabling the landowner and the 
builder to adhere to the minimum accommodation which the law 
compels them to give to the poor cottager. To increase wash-houses, 
therefore, is evidently to burden the public to supply that in charity 
which it is the duty of the houseowner to provide as a right. 54

Nevertheless, in its provision of public wash-houses, and 
baths priced within the range of a wider number of people, 
Liverpool had initiated a sanitary measure which was 
eventually to become a feature of all large towns and which 
continues to be so today.
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APPENDIX: A NOTE ON SOURCES FOR LIVERPOOL'S BATH 
ADMINISTRATION

A standard authority is Derek Frazer, Power and Authority in the Victorian City 
(1979). The Baths and Wash-houses Committee of the Liverpool Town 
Council was not founded until 1852. Prior to that, responsibility for the 
running of and policy regarding Baths and Wash-houses had been in the 
hands of the 'Health of Towns Committee' from 1841-1847 and its 
successor the Health Committee from 1847 until the setting up of the 
Baths and Wash-houses Committee. Both the Health of the Towns 
Committee and the Health Committee had Baths and Wash-houses 
sub-committees, but no separate minutes exist for the sub-committees 
except for the period 1848-49 when they made a brief appearance in a 
Health Committee 'sub-committee minute book' alongside other sub 
committees. 55 It is uncertain who, if anyone, took specific responsibility 
before 1841. It must, of course, be remembered that the Town Council 
was itself a recent development. In sanitary reform it was still finding its 
feet throughout the 1840s, unsure of the extent of its authority and 
responsibility (which were progressively augmented by the 1842 'Health 
of the Towns' Act and the 1846 'Sanitary Act') and having to contend 
with other authorities who took responsibility for some 'services', such as 
the Water Companies, the Highways Board and the Select Vestry. The 
many preoccupations of the Council and its Health Committees and the 
lack of survival of sub-committee minute books means that the informa 
tion concerning Baths and Wash-houses within the minute books is not 
extensive.

One major source from the 1840s is the 'Description of the Baths and 
Wash-houses belonging to the Corporation of Liverpool', which was 
ordered to be printed by the Health Committee in response to the large 
number of enquiries it had received ffom many large towns for informa 
tion, Belfast, Exeter, Leeds and Manchester being among them. In future 
such requests would receive a copy of the pamphlet.

One potential source which proved to be unfruitful was contemporary 
newspapers, searched by date of likely event, on poor quality microfilm, 
where the development of public baths and wash-houses received little 
attention, and none in some cases. Several reasons for this suggest 
themselves. Was it that the provision of baths and wash-houses for the 
labouring classes was not interesting enough news for the reading public? 
Or was it because it was not a particularly controversial issue (not 
involving vast sums of public money)? Or was it that the public had not 
yet become sufficiently 'aware' of sanitary issues to herald each new 
'improvement' with a self-congratulatory display of civic pride?
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