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How far had living conditions for the
working classes improved by the end
of the nineteenth century?

BACKGROUND INFORMATION

The population increased rapidly in the first half of the
nineteenth century and to meet the demand houses

were built in many towns. These developments were
unplanned with houses being built quickly and cheaply.
The houses often lacked basic amenities such as running
water and sewage disposal. During the second half of the
nineteenth century central government, local councils
and individuals attempted to improve conditions. Were
these efforts successful in improving living conditions for
the working classes?
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A diagram of back-to-back housing in Manchester
in the nineteenth century. The diagram shows a four
storey building divided into eight rooms. Each room
would house one family. Some of the rooms contain
a bed and a table and chairs and have washing lines
hung across them. Some of the rooms are empty.




SOURCE B

In the village, 700 houses are to be built. Those already
built have every convenience that is required for the
health, comfort and well-being of the inhabitants. They
will not have to suffer from smoke polluted air or water
which has impurities. All have running water. Each
house has its own backyard and privy. The healthy
dwellings are built along wide streets.

A description of Saltaire from a newspaper
published in 1853.
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“WATER! WATER! EVERYWHERE; |
AND NOT A DROP TO DRINK.” Coterida. 1

A cartoon from a magazine published in 1849. The caption
says, ‘Water! Water! Everywhere; And not a drop to drink.’
In a crowded street, men are shown looking into a large
barrel. They have fishing nets. A woman is using a shovel
to carry away dead animals found in the barrel of drinking
water. A child runs away from her in horror.
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SOURCE D

An illustration shows a cross-section of

the newly-built Embankment alongside the River Thames
in London at the end of the 1860s. It shows the pipes

for water and gas laid in a tunnel above a separate
tunnel which is for the sewer. Another tunnel is
alongside for the underground railway.
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To get into the houses you have to go through courts
stinking with poisonous gases rising from the large
amounts of sewage and refuse which cover the ground.
Sunlight and fresh air never reach the court. You have
to climb rotten staircases. You have to feel your way
along dark and filthy passages that are swarming with
vermin. Walls and ceilings are black with filth. Every
room houses a family, often two.

Andrew Mearns writing in 1883. Mearns worked for a
group of churches and he often visited houses of the
poor. He recorded his findings in a book called

‘The Bitter Cry of Outcast London’.
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Maryvale Road.  Bournville.

o

A photograph, taken around 1900, of houses in
Bournville, Birmingham. The houses were built by
George Cadbury for his workers. The photograph
shows a wide tree-lined road with a row of large houses
on. The houses look detached or semi-detached and

all have chimneys and small front gardens. There is a
young girl standing on the road wearing a white dress
and a hat.
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A photograph of housing in Liverpool in 1906. The
photograph shows a woman standing in an alleyway
using a pump to fill a container with water. There is

a row of terraced houses either side of the alleyway.
There is one pump for all the houses and a drain that
runs along the middle of the alleyway. Each house has

a small set of steps leading to the door.
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