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moment in the world's history has been more significant 
for Public Health than the year 1848" (1) this verdict 

on the Public Health Act of 1848 must, of course, be accepted 
in so far as it initiated a long line of health legislation. It is 
"singularly important in the civil history of the United King- 
dom" (2) because it laid the foundation for the extensive public 
health structure of today. On the other hand, it is doubtful 
whether its immediate impact was particularly notable. Refer­ 
ring to public health, Lord Goschen said in 1858 that there was 
"a chaos as regards authorities, a chaos as regards rates and a 
worse chaos of all as regards areas"; <3) and the Royal Com­ 
mission of 1869 concluded that "the English Public Health 
system of the sixties was thus chiefly characterised by not being 
a system at all."' 4 ' Deaths in Lancashire certainly showed little 
decrease. In 1839 they averaged approximately one in thirty- 
five, whilst in 1863 they were one in thirty-nine. Nor did housing 
much improve. The average number in each house in 1831 was 
six, and in 1861 it was only slightly lower. (5) The general reasons 
for this practical failure are well known. They include "the 
tough intertwined fibre of the opposition", (6) "the inertia of the 
public", 17 ' the political difficulties encountered by the newly- 
formed General Board of Health' 8 ' and the overall tendency for 
public health problems to outstrip their resolution. There were 
perhaps other contributory factors which might be unearthed 
only by an examination of the act at field-level. The success of 
the 1848 act depended on the local boards of health it estab-

11 C. F. Brockington, Medical Officers of Health 1848-55 (London, 1957), p. 4.
21 J. Simon, English Sanitary Institutions (London, 1890), pp. 208-9.
3> Quoted in A Centurv of Municipal Progress, ed. H. J. Laski, W. I. Jennings 

and W. A. Robson (London, 1935), p. 48.
41 Quoted ibid., p. 440.
51 These figures are calculated from the census reports of the years mentioned.
61 R. A. Lewis, Edwin Chadwick and the Public Health Movement (London, 

1952), p. 110.
7> B. L. Hutchins, Public Health Agitation 1833-48 (London, 1909), p. 73.
S) See S. E. Finer, The Life and Times of Sir Edwin Chadwick (London, 1952), 

pp. 455-74.
167



168 LANCASHIRE BOARDS OF HEALTH

lished, and a study of their records certainly helps to explain 
the difficulties of public health reform.

As so often happens, local history can throw light upon 
national legislation at its workaday level. Lancashire is more 
than a valuable sample-area. The major evils relating to public 
health were to be found chiefly in industrial areas such as 
Lancashire, and of the fifty towns investigated by the State of 
Large Towns Commission in 1844, (9) eleven were in the county. 
With a tenth of the country's population, it exhibited to others 
the urban difficulties which were to spread rapidly throughout 
Great Britain. Public health reform was motivated by a com­ 
bination of humanitarian and economic considerations, but, 
however strong these were, in the over-crowded towns of 
Lancashire one must surely recognise the quite overwhelming 
nature of the problem. During the half century after 1801 the 
population of Lancashire had more than trebled, rising from 
673,000 to just over two millions. This meant that in 1851 the 
various authorities in Lancashire were faced with the enormous 
task of dealing with 1,000,000 tons of sewage each year and of 
finding, even on the miserly basis of ten gallons per person per 
day, an annual water supply of some 7,300,000,000 gallons. 
When, alongside these problems, the many other requirements of 
public health in overpopulated and disease-ridden towns are 
considered, the magnitude of the undertaking becomes apparent.

The act was normally permissive. It could be adopted in 
townships where a tenth of the ratepayers so wished, whilst it 
was compulsory in areas of excessive mortality. The local 
boards either specially elected or, in municipal boroughs, the 
borough council were established by the inexpensive pro­ 
cedure of a Provisional Order or an Order in Council. Their 
work was to be comprehensive and it was guided by no less 
than forty clauses, covering the whole range of public health 
activity. The cost of establishing such a board was around £100, as 
compared with the £2,000 expenditure required for a private bill.

The position in Lancashire in 1848 was not encouraging. 
Liverpool and Manchester had already initiated local legisla­ 
tion, (10) but, of course, their need was most pressing of all. 
Fifteen other towns had obtained local acts, some of which had 
established Improvement Commissions, (11) but these were 
strictly limited in their legal and fiscal scope. The 1848 act

(9) First Report of the Commission for Inquiry into the State of Large Towns 
and Populous Districts, Parl. Papers, 1844, V. 572.

1101 Manchester Police Regulation Act 1844 and Liverpool Sanitary Act 1846.
1111 For an account of an important example of one of these see M. Whittaker, 

"The Bury Improvement Commissioners" in Lanes, and Chesh. Ant. Soc. T.. 
1933.
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offered wide rating and loan powers to a local board, together 
with positivie authority to licence and construct for public 
health purposes there were few Lancashire townships that 
ought not to have jumped at the chance.

The first point that should be noted is the sparse response 
in Lancashire to the 1848 act. In the ten years preceding 1858, 
when the Public Health Act was superseded by the Local 
Government Act of that year, only twenty-six townships took 
any advantage of the act. Of the ten municipal boroughs, apart 
from Manchester and Liverpool, only Preston, Wigan, Lan­ 
caster and Clitheroe had grasped at the act in its entirety, 
although Bolton's local act of 1850 incorporated the clauses of 
the 1848 act, and the newly-formed councils were soon to take 
over, and sometimes expand, the work of the Improvement 
Commissions. Of the rest, eight were clustered around Man­ 
chester and five around Liverpool; St. Helens, comprising as 
it did four townships, required special legislation; Layton with 
Warbreck, and Poulton, Bare and Torrisholme provided 
interesting coastal examples; and the remaining five boards 
were dotted about the county without any apparent pattern. (12) 
This left any number of places without incorporation and 
without up-to-date health regulation, and yet with densely 
packed populations and grave sanitary problems. In brief, the 
1848 act failed, in ten years, to make enough headway in the 
county where it was probably needed most. The two hundred 
or so local boards formed by the General Board of Health was 
not in itself an outstanding number, and the fact that so few 
were in Lancashire serves to underline this basic failure to 
inaugurate sufficient boards.

The boards took some time to become established. Town­ 
ships had to inaugurate the procedure for obtaining boards. 
The first step was taken by various authorities or private in­ 
dividuals. In Ormskirk the Sanitary Committee of the local 
Poor Law Union was responsible. Its chairman, William 
Welsby, raised the petition, arranged the inquiry, became 
returning officer, and acted as clerk to the board until long 
after 1858. In Layton with Warbreck James Heywood, the local 
M.P., organised the inception of the board. Motives varied 
also. The Ormskirk reformers were disturbed by Irish lodging 
houses which were "quite a pest to the town", while the Layton 
reformers were much more concerned with bathing machines,

1121 The Boards near Manchester were Barton, Bradford, Denton, Moss Side, 
Newton Heath, Crumpsall, Rusholme and Broughton; those around Liverpool 
were Garston, Waterloo with Seaforth, Wavertree, Toxteth Park and West 
Derby.
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pleasure boats and the other paraphernalia of sea-side resorts 
than with sewage and water. 1131

The initial petition was followed by an enquiry, for which 
fourteen days notice was given. A month's respite was allowed, 
and, if the opposition proved serious, a supplemental enquiry 
was occasionally held. A draft order was issued, prior to the 
final official order; the complex electoral procedure some 
property-holders had six votes was put in motion, and another 
"bulwark for the unprotected"' 14 ' was eventually in being. A 
typical instance is that of Crumpsall. The petition was presented 
in November 1851; the inspection was conducted in the follow­ 
ing July; and the board first met in March 1853. The inspections 
lasted only one day, and many of them were supervised in 
Lancashire by Robert Rawlinson, the famous civil engineer and 
close ally, at that time, of Edwin Chadwick. The reports were 
all published and often proved to be minor best-sellers. They 
provide some insight into the politico-economic thought behind 
such schemes. The advantages of Chadwick's master-plan of 
using high-velocity water to sweep sewage through egg-shaped 
earthenware tubes for ultimate use as fertiliser were pointed out 
over and over again. Many of the reports extolled the economic 
virtues of sanitary reform, and nowadays, when many adminis­ 
trative historians are somewhat sceptical of the influence of 
political theory on early Victorian government, it is interesting 
to observe Utilitarian dogmas pressed at a local level. Most 
reports include an analysis of the financial pros and cons. One 
such is that relating to Rusholme, 1151 noted for its water "the 
colour of ink", its "dead sea" of sewage and the "dung- 
mountains" in Ardwick. Rawlinson calculated that, in six and 
a half years, there had been forty preventible deaths and twelve 
hundred preventible sicknesses, costing, at £5 per funeral and 
£1 per patient, £1,400. He added another £1,500 for the five 
years extra production lost by such premature deaths, and thus 
showed an annual burden on the community of £446. This, he 
concluded, was equivalent to the yearly interest payable on a 
capita] loan of £8,920 at 5 %, the amount necessary to provide 
a system "which would drain the whole township" and there­ 
fore prevent so much ill-health. Each report, in fact, is a 
miniature version of the Utilitarian case. The individual is 
prevented from freely contributing to the gross national product 
because of early death and unnecessary illness caused by

1131 P.R.O., M.H. 13/158, Ormskirk Local Board of Health and P.R.O., M.H. 
13/107, Lay/on with Warbrick Local Board of Health. 

1141 Lewis, op. cit., p. 183. 
1151 R. Rawlinson, Preliminary Inquiry in Rusholme (1849).
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poisonous exhalations arising from deposits of sewage and 
refuse. Rationally organised and competently operated boards 
must, therefore, construct the arterial systems of drainage to 
cleanse the towns immediately and repay themselves by the 
sale of liquid manure. The Broughton ratepayers were called 
upon to "secure health with commercial prosperity", ll(i) and 
this was indeed the motto of the environmentalists and engin­ 
eers who formed Chadwick's "clean" party.

Despite delays, local boards came slowly into existence 117 ' 
and, perhaps with the wholehearted support of a tenth of the 
ratepayers, they were expected to put Chadwick's ideas into 
practice. How did these boards fare before 1858? Unfortunately 
many of the records have vanished; enough sets of minutes 
remain, however, to afford some picture of the work accom­ 
plished by the local boards of health and of the obstacles they 
encountered. It is obvious, in the first place, that some of the 
boards were in the hands of diligent and earnest reformers, like 
Marshall Ireland of Newton Heath, T. L. Birley of Kirkham, 
Eccles Sharrock and Charles Potter of Over Darwen, and 
W. R. Callendar of Rusholme. They and their like gave much 
attention, time and indeed money to the boards, and the 
members generally had a better record of attendance at meet­ 
ings than the chronic absentees amongst the Poor Law 
guardians of Lancashire. One is reminded, of course, that the 
boards of health, unlike the Poor Law unions, were formed on 
a permissive basis. The enthusiasm which led to a petition for 
a board, was possibly maintained when the board was formed. 
Apart from the regular board meetings, most bodies formed 
sub-committees, which required further time and energy. A 
typical instance is Newton Heath, where Building and Sanitary, 
Paving, Sewage and Scavenging, Gas and Water, and Finance 
and Office Committees were established. <18) There were usually 
twelve on each board, and elections were often uncontested. 
This sometimes meant that small groups could initiate im­ 
portant business. Four men, for instance, levied a special 
district rate of 9d. on the Crumpsall ratepayers. There were 
occasional complaints about filling vacancies without elections 
and there was also conflict within the boards. H. P. Ree resigned 
from the Moss Side Board in protest against "extravagant 
expense"; Edward Wilson was disqualified from the Poulton 
Board for non-payment of eleven years' rates; John Billington

1161 R. Ravvlinson, Preliminary Inquiry in Broughton (1850). 
(17) Pendleton and Much Woolton are, however, examples of places where 

inquiries took place but no boards were formed before 1858. 
'"" Newton Heath B. of H. Minutes, 3 March 1854.
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led strong objections to sewage schemes in Rusholme and they 
were only accepted by seven votes to four.' 19 ' As the local 
boards were obliged to act in respect of such expenditure, it is 
difficult to interpret such opposition as being any other than 
deliberate stalling.

The boards had to appoint full-time officials, in line with 
Chadwick's ideal of administration by expertise. Local investiga­ 
tions show how difficult this was to realise. These officials were 
frequently untrained and poorly-paid, and their performance 
was often unsatisfactory. Poulton were forced to appoint and 
reappoint inspectors three times in two years; Crumpsall dis­ 
missed their inspector, John Berry, "for inattention to the 
duties of his office" and he refused to yield "the plans and 
papers in his possession"; Gregson, the surveyor at Kirkham, 
failed to work "sedulously and steadily", was in bed when he 
should have attended a meeting, and ended up losing his last 
three months' salary to balance his account; and the Clitheroe 
Board called for John Robinson's dismissal within a year of his 
appointment as inspector. 121" But the most surprising feature 
concerning the compulsory appointment of officials was the 
pluralism practised by many boards. At Garston the same man 
was surveyor, inspector of nuisance, collector and general clerk, 
whilst, at Poulton, James Bell was inspector, collector and 
surveyor. Other examples could be quoted.

The case of medical officers is different, for there was no 
obligation to appoint them and yet many felt they had an 
essential role to play. C. F. Brockington's survey of England 
before 1856 |21) suggests that in Lancashire only Liverpool and 
possibly Salford had medical officers, although he points out 
that his list may well be incomplete. It is certain that most local 
boards failed to appoint medical officers, but Clitheroe, like 
some other English towns, appointed three medical officers 
during the 1848/9 cholera outbreak. Furthermore. Poulton 
appointed two medical officers in 1854, and the Newton Heath 
Board appointed John Pegge as medical officer of health in 
1855. (22) All in all, however, the degree of expertise in Lanca­ 
shire was not encouraging.

1191 Crumpsall B. of H., 6 November 1858 and 2 July 1859; Moss Side B. of 
H., 16 December 1857; Poulton B. of H., 8 March 1853; Rusholme B. of H., 
13 November 1851 and 1 December 1852.

1201 Poulton B. of H., 1 June 1852, 21 September 1852 and 14 February 1854; 
Crumpsall B. of H., 3 August 1854 and 14 June 1855; Kirkham B. of H., 26 
June 1854, 27 November 1854 and 27 April 1855; Clitheroe B. of H., 19 February 
1852.

1211 Brockington, op. cit., p. 7.
1221 Clitheroe B. of H., 31 August 1849; Poulton B. of H., 15 September 1854; 

Newton Heath B. of H., 4 October 1855.
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Naturally enough, the boards ran into many financial and 
legal difficulties. Opposition was often widespread, and it was 
not assuaged when, as in the case of Barton, the objections 
were merely overridden. (23) The chief mode of protest was non­ 
payment of the special or general district rates which the boards 
were empowered to levy. Fifty-eight Crumpsall ratepayers were 
summonsed in 1855, and the test case of John Entwistle went 
twice to the court of the Queen's Bench before, three years later, 
a warrant of distress was served upon him. 1241 In Over Darwen, 
in 1858. forty-one ratepayers were threatened with legal action 
for failure to settle private improvement accounts amounting 
to £1,200. (25) Sometimes legal points were raised. When 
Rusholme attempted to improve twenty-two streets in 1851, 
the owners "contended that the streets were highways" and not 
within the board's brief. The Rusholme Board took legal advice 
from Nicholas Earle, a Manchester solicitor, and despatched a 
memorial to the General Board of Health asking for power to 
compel the owners to co-operate. 1261 Over Darwen provides an 
illustration of a difficulty concerning land utilisation. James 
Greenway refused an easement through his land for a main 
sewer, and it took nearly six months to resolve the problem. 1271

Although the General Board of Health mailed 100,000 letters 
in its first five years, (2B) relations between the central and local 
bodies do not appear to have been as close as one might have 
expected. The clauses of the 1848 act were complex, and the 
boards were frequently demanding elucidation or "urging an 
early attention to the improvements" required. (2!l) A number 
of visits to Lancashire by Henry Austin, secretary of the General 
Board, are the sole examples so far found by the writer of direct 
contact between London and the Lancastrian boards. (30) The 
major feature of central control lay in the loan-sanction clause, 
by which the General Board supervised borrowing by the local 
boards. Capital loans for large scale improvements were often 
quite high: Wavertree needed £4,600 in 1854 and Newton 
Heath £11,00 in 1855. (31) Chadwick used this lever to press for

1231 Finer, op. cit., p. 437.
|2J1 Crumpsall B. of H., 10 December 1855, 8 September 1856, 8 December 

1856, 4 December 1858.
1261 Over Darwen B. of H., 1 November 1858.
1261 Rusholme B. of H., 13 November 1851, 24 January 1852 and 14 February 

1852.
1271 Over Darwen B. of H., 3 August 1857 and 4 January 1858.
<28) Hutchins, op. cit., p. 73.
1291 Kirkham B. of H., 30 May 1853.
l3l"Clitheroe B. of H., 13 October 1851 and Newton Heath B. of H., 12 

June 1856.
1311 Wavertree B. of H., 21 August 1851 and Newton Heath B. of H., 1 July 

1855.
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the adoption of his own technique of sewage development, and 
the Ormskirk, Wigan and Lancaster drainage schemes are 
instances of plans suggested by inspectors to the General Board 
of Health, and then developed by those inspectors in their 
private capacity as civil engineers. 1321 Central pressure was not 
always as successful. The General Board once refused to accept 
the dismissal of a Clitheroe surveyor, so the local board simply 
reduced his salary to twenty-five shillings per annum and forced 
him to resign. 1331

Such administrative problems must surely have slowed down 
the work of the boards, and, once committed to certain schemes 
of improvement, other delays and obstacles still abounded. 
Indeed, by the end of 1853, when the Public Health Act was 
due for renewal, Preston. Wigan and Lancaster were the only 
boards with major plans in hand, and Ormskirk the only one 
with a full scheme finished. (34) Many boards took an unusually 
long time completing a survey Clitheroe took more than one 
year and Over Darwen five years. <:!5) It seems that some boards 
were interested in special aspects of public health. The Poulton 
Board appeared to be remarkably attracted by the idea of 
repairing its coastal road, perhaps with some foresight of 
Morecambe's future repute as a sea-side resort. It was two 
years before Garston invited tenders for sewage improvements. 
The Rusholme Board minutes made no reference to water 
supply for three years, and the Newton Heath Board deliberated 
for four years before forming a committee "to consider the best 
means of obtaining a supply of water to the township". (38> 
Over Darwen showed little or no interest in water and Clitheroe 
hardly considered any sewage proposals before 1858.

There were, of course, other tasks to be performed. Building 
plans had to be examined and, if necessary, rejected, whilst, on 
occasion, the boards found themselves involved in other types 
of local government, such as police work.' 37 ' At least one body 
busied itself with a procedure of dubious legality, for the 
Crumpsall Board hauled miscreants before it and fined them. 
Four or five prosecutions were pressed each month for such 
offences as offal-boiling and "exposing manure at an improper 
time". Poor Joseph Entwistle was fined 2/6d for this latter

1321 Lewis, op. cit., pp. 297-8.
1331 Ibid., pp. 305-6.
1341 Ibid., pp. 338-40.
1351 Clitheroe B. of H., 25 September 1851 and Over Darwen B. of H., 5 

December 1859.
1381 Poulton B. of H., 7 December 1852; Garston B. of H., 22 May 1856; 

Rusholme B. of H., 27 February 1854; Newton Heath B. of H., 14 October 1858.
1371 Poulton B. of H., 4 March 1859.
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crime, and others were fined up to 10/- for a variety of nuisance 
offences. 138 ' The Over Darwen local board began with zealous 
and modern-sounding projects for "deodorizers" and for pro­ 
viding each household with a "dust-box or other moveable 
receptacle", but neither scheme was implemented. 1391 The cost 
of the various activities could be quite high even by modern 
standards. By 1856 half-a-dozen boards were levying rates of 
over 2/-, with Crumpsall and Kirkham charging as much as 
3/8d. l40) The Victorian rate-payer was not attuned to such 
massive public expenditure, nor could it have been immediately 
evident to him that value for money was forthcoming. Many 
people complained that the "Local Boards became tax- 
collectors", and obstruction, by non-payment of rates and other 
means, left the boards unable to advance at the proper tempo, 
which, in turn, further upset the opposition. On the whole, the 
story is one of lengthy negotiations and hesitant planning, with 
few major proposals urged forcibly and firmly sustained.

The boards, however, were not entirely to blame for the 
dilatoriness of their work. Practically every authority had 
difficulty with its contractors. Wavertree, after a year's wait, 
had to complete its first sewage contract itself and charge the 
bills to the contractor. At Rusholme the firm of Barber and 
Worthington managed to pave and sewer five out of a proposed 
twenty-two streets in three years. At Crumpsall Jesse Grundy 
was threatened with legal proceedings for non-fulfilment of 
contract, and, when he completed his task, "the work was done 
in a slovenly manner". In over three years the Moss Side 
Board failed to have the main sewer laid through Over Moss 
Lane, and, in desperation, they dismissed the contracting sur­ 
veyors, Corbett and Raby. At Kirkham it took two years, 
protracted discussions and legal threats to persuade Robert 
Hull to complete his tender and settle his accounts; while at 
Over Darwen John Isherwood was discovered to have broken 
his contract to the incredible extent of delivering loads supposed 
to be of one ton which were in fact sixteen hundredweights 
short!' 411

It is sometimes forgotten that drainage schemes could not be 
constructed in a day. Civil engineering was still a rough-and-

1381 See Crumpsall B. of H., 9 February 1857, for an example of this.
1391 Over Darwen B. of H., 5 March 1855.
IJ(" Parl. Papers, A Return from Local Boards of Health, 1857, 328 (Sess. 2), 

XL1 3.
1411 Wavertree B. of H., 10 April 1854; Rusholme B. of H., 1 November 1854; 

Crumpsall B. of H., 20 March and 9 July 1855; Moss Lane B. of H., 6 July 
1859; Kirkham B. of H., 27 August 1855; and Over Darwen B. of H., 8 June 
1857.
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ready science; the new techniques and principles of draining, 
sewering and providing a water supply were as yet not fully 
mastered; schemes were obviously badly-programmed and 
underestimated; and the overall impression one gains is of 
slow, shoddy, incompetent construction. In blaming the 
Victorians for their tardiness in coping with sanitary problems, 
we must remember the vast practical and technical difficulties 
involved.

This, then, is an account and assessment of the functions 
undertaken by about half Lancashire's local boards, with par­ 
ticular reference to those townships not yet incorporated. It is 
rightly felt nowadays that laissez-faire did not rule mid- 
nineteenth century government as completely as was once 
thought. It is suggested that the movement towards the collect- 
ivist state was often aided by a pragmatic "administrative 
momentum" regardless of the prevailing individualist philo­ 
sophy of government. Immigration control and the vaccination 
service were cited as evidence of this tendency. 1421 In a small 
way a study of local public administration may help to redress 
the balance of this argument. It might be concluded of these 
local boards of health that, in a key area, their administrative 
achievements failed to measure up to the schedule laid down 
by government legislation. In these few cases, at least, it was 
mainly practical difficulties which prevented the early implemen­ 
tation of the Public Health Act. Local administration, in short, 
was slow to bring about the remedial action suggested by the 
state.

1421 See Oliver MacDonagh, A Pattern of Government Growth (London, 1961); 
R. J. Lambert, "A Victorian National Health Service: State Vaccination" in 
Historical Journal (1962); and D. Roberts, Victorian Origins of the British 
Welfare State (London, 1960).
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APPENDIX B

THE LEE REPORTS ON BACUP

Bacup petitioned for the application of the 1848 Public Health Act in 1849. 
Two preliminary enquiries were held by William Lee, a superintending inspector 
of the General Board of Health, and his reports are dated 29 May 1849 and 
28 June 1850. Although they recommended that a local board be formed in 
Bacup, no further action was taken until, on 1 October 1863, the Local Govern­ 
ment Act of 1858 was applied to Bacup. The reports are, because of objections, 
longer than the normal ones, and they contain a considerable amount of material 
concerning Bacup in mid-nineteenth century.

Lee found Bacup's civil character "very peculiar", in that it had no civic 
entity. Situated partly in Newchurch and partly in Spotland, having an 
estimated population of some 10,000, containing 29 steam-engines and with a 
fast-developing cotton trade, Bacup was "an immensely overgrown village" 
albeit with "an entire absence of all public authority for civil purposes". Lee 
was gratified by "the orderly and respectable appearance" of the people, 
especially on Sundays when shoes replaced clogs and "neat and genteel bonnets" 
were worn. He praised the Mechanics' Institute, established in 1839, and men­ 
tioned the six inspectors appointed by the ratepayers under the General Lighting 
Act; but the social conditions were "very primitive" and health regulations were 
non-existent. Medical testimony was forthcoming from John Crabtree, M.D., 
and William Stewart, M.D. Crabtree accepted the environmentalist's view that 
"wherever there is vegetable or animal matter in a state of decomposition, there 
is always malaria arising from it". As well as fevers, hernia (because of the need 
to carry water) and pulmonary diseases were hazards, and infant diseases and 
mortality some due to the use of narcotics were excessive. Overcrowding 
was common; there were 26 cellar-dwellings, and the best homes were 28 brick 
cottages in Clay Street let at £7 10s. Od. to £9 Os. Od. per year. Lee also noted 
that:

"In Bacup, as in all other towns, the public lodging-houses are a great evil. 
They are the hotbeds of disease and vice. The greatest immoralities are common, 
and no questions asked by the proprietors. There are exceptions, and among 
them J should place such men as tinkers and chimney-sweepers, many of whom 
have settled homes, but have periodic circuits for the purposes of their trades. 
The great majority of the tramps, it is to be feared, are thieves and sturdy 
beggars. Men, women, and children, and frequently dogs, form a promiscuous 
herd, all sleeping in the same close, confined room, from which every breath of 
pure air is excluded, while their unwashed bodies, filthy, stinking clothes, and 
frequently foul straw beds, produce an atmosphere that is horrible on first 
entering the room. Most of the lodgers sleep in a state of absolute nudity, and 
decency, with the greater portion of them, has long ceased to be thought of. 
I generally visit these houses after the inmates have retired to rest, and being 
already somewhat exhausted with my first day's duties at Bacup, the effluvium 
of these bedrooms was so obnoxious that on the following day 1 was scarcely 
able to perform my duties.

The following are some of the statistics of a 4 roomed house: 3 beds, contain­ 
ing 4 females and 3 males; 4 beds containing 3 females and 4 males; 4 beds, 6 
females and 8 males. In this room were 5 persons in 1 bed; in another a man, 
woman, and child the.man says they go out with a basket, but the stock of 
tapes and matches never exceeds 2s. 6d. to 3s., and sometimes less; 2 beds, 
8 persons in one a man, wife, and 3 children, and in the other a woman and 
2 sons, one 16 and the other 14 years old. Some of these beds consist of a 
quantity of straw spread on the floor, and covered with a rug; and for the use 
of this wretched accommodation the family of 5 pay 8d. per night, being at the 
rate of 2^d. each for adults, and Id. for children. The totals are, 4 rooms, 13 
beds, and 36 persons."

No reparation of highways had been attempted for three years. Old Tonge 
Street was in "a very disgraceful condition", and many lanes and streets were 
"soaked with excrementitious matter". Rubble-stone privies were "revolting to
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humanity". Much evidence was produced about these; space forbids all but 
one example.

"Daniel Baron, Esq., says '1 am a mill-owner in Bacup: I myself have had 
to go to half-a-dozen privies before 1 could enter one without pollution. I have 
started at the top of Invell-street and down Back-street, and visited all I have 
come at; some 1 have found occupied, and others as I have already described. 
1 have gone round by the water-course, and given them all a call in the same 
way, and then come out at the top again without any success. I have then 
proceeded up Union-street, and have been compelled at last to skulk behind 
a wall.' "

The pollution and flooding of the Irwell was fully described, and it was stated 
that the only main drain was a flat stone one, measuring 3 feet by 2 feet 6 inches. 
The water supply was dreadful. It was provided by Down-thc-Yard Spout, 
Bank-House Spring and Peggy Spout. Witness the evidence of Abraham Stott:

"We have lived at Lane Head about 10 years. We have no other water near 
but Peggy Spout well. We are not short of water in winter. In a dry summer it 
dries up, and then we have to go to Broad Clough, to Mr. Whitaker's Cawl, 
where it comes through the wall, and we catch it in a pint pot. That will not be 
much less than half a mile distant, and we have to carry the water up hill. Many 
scores fetch their water from there. They fetch it into Bacup, which will be 
about three-quarters of a mile. We have sometimes to wait half an hour before 
we can get any. We sometimes fetch it from Esther's well, a quarter of a mile 
distant: more people fetch from that than from Broad Clough. People some­ 
times get up at 2 or 3 o'clock in the morning to obtain a canful. They often 
have to wait an hour for a canful. That well is also much reduced in summer. 
I have paid a halfpenny a canful for carrying water, but my husband earned 
about 14s. per week at that time."

The burial grounds were in a deplorable state: "In breaking up old coffins", 
reported one sexton, "I find, besides bones, decayed bodies". There were no 
means for extinguishing fire, and there was overmuch drunkenness and sale of 
unwholesome meat.

Lee suggested that three reservoirs be constructed, near Dirpley Inn, above 
Heald Town and by Scar End, to supply water to all dwellings at a capital cost 
of £8,000. He proposed a scheme costing £4,750 for drainage, using the glazed 
earthenware pipes beloved by Chadwick and his followers. Other recommenda­ 
tions were made, including one for the application of the town's sewage to 
agriculture. All the reforms would cost a weekly rate of less than 4d. for a 
cottage house, and a board of fifteen members was suggested.

The second report was necessary because the first petition was invalid. A 
deputation to the General Board complained that one-tenth of the rated in­ 
habitants had not signed the petition, and it had to be re-presented. Great care 
was taken "in consequence of the great amount of intimidation, exclusive 
dealing and persecution". The former witnesses made further deposition, some 
of them modifying or, as in the case of John Ormerod, reversing evidence 
previously given, perhaps, as Lee said, because of "the great amount of in­ 
timidation and coercion, proved by a deputation of mill-owners to have been 
practised". Lee concluded that "no real or permanent improvement" had been 
made, and that the act should be adopted in Bacup. A number of appendices 
were attached to his report. Three were concerned with water supply and river 
pollution. There was a copy of a letter addressed to the Bacup ratepayers by 
John Holt, urging them to accept the Public Health Act and attacking the usual 
objections of " 'Centralization' 'Interference of the General Board with local 
authority' 'Unnecessary Expense', and 'Dependence of local officers on central 
authority in London' ". A final passage concerned an objection, signed by ten 
inhabitants, to the establishment of a board. They advanced reasons as follows:

"1. Because there has not been any petition to the General Board of Health, of 
or from or by one-tenth of the inhabitants rated to the relief of the poor of any 
city, town, borough, parish, or place, having a known or defined boundary.
2. Because there is not any district called the Chapelry District of Bacup in the 
said county of Lancaster.
3. Because the said district called The Consolidated District Chapelry of Saint
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John's Bacup' is not such a place as is contemplated by The Public Health 
Act, 1848.'
4. Because the said chapelry district has not any poor-rate for the relief of the 
poor resident within the same.
5. Because the General Board of Health were not, nor are they competent to 
direct any such inquiry as aforesaid, and any authority or appointment purported 
to be given by them to you is a nullity, and can have no force in law.
6. Because you do not possess or hold any lawful authority, or any appointment 
for conducting any such inquiry as aforesaid."

This lack of civic definition was probably the reason why the opposition to 
a local board succeeded. The legal minds of the General Board were very cautious, 
and Bacup was certainly not a township within the meaning of the Act.

NOTE

The Lee Reports, bound together in hard covers, are held in the Borough of 
Rawtenstall Reference Library (Class R.C. 614 BAC/39914). I am indebted to 
Mr. J. Elliott, the borough librarian, for the opportunity of making use of these 
interesting documents. Similar reports for Crumpsall, Rusholme, Broughton, 
Pendleton, Moss Side, Bradford and Much Woolton may be found in the Local 
History Library of the Manchester Central Library, for Wigan in the Wigan 
Reference Library, and for St. Helens in the St. Helens Reference Library. This 
is not, of course, an exclusive list.


