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Introduction
In the middle of the summer of 1858, the Bromley Record wrote that the temperature had
“reached its height on Wednesday, [June] the 16th, when it was 93 degs. [34 °C] in the shade.”1
The next day, a lawyer named T.S. sent a letter to The Times describing the Thames river in
London as “sickening and nauseous in the extreme; we are enveloped in the foul miasma which
spreads on either side of this repository of the filth of nigh three millions of human beings.”2 The
Bromley Record’s report of the historic heat and T.S.’ account of the putrid smell of the river
Thames are strongly interconnected; the combination of the hot weather and the immense
amount of sewage in the Thames led to what is now known as the Great Stink of 1858.
Accounts of extreme anguish about the foul stench that wafted off the Thames were
commonplace in the summer of 1858, and London officials had a crisis on their hands. The real
effects of the Great Stink were minimal and there was no significant uptick in disease during the
summer of 18583, but the Great Stink still had a grand impact on London’s citizens. The rampant
fear of disease in the summer of 1858 made the citizens of London feel quite nervous. A large
reason for the rising anxiety in London was the mass press. Sensationalist headlines like
“Londoners look to your river! The Thames a Deadly Cesspool”4 increased the level of concern
people had towards the Thames’ odor and appearance. A key reason for these sensationalist
headlines was the increasing competition that grew after the removal of taxes on newspapers in
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1833.5 By 1855, newspapers were even available for only one pence when the Stamp Duty was
repealed.6 Cheap papers needed ways to entice readers, and by producing headlines that caught
the attention of the viewer, along with articles that evoked some form of an emotional response,
they hoped to increase sales. This tactic by the press led to an exaggeration of the threat of the
Great Stink of 1858 and stoked the anxiety of London’s citizens.
The Great Stink of 1858 turned London into a putrid city and the power of the mass press
increased the level of fear people had for the possibility of a massive outbreak of disease. On
June 26, just ten days after the Bromley Record reported that the temperature had reached 93
degrees in the shade, The Times wrote that “the Thames fever is now at its height.”7 The most
intriguing aspect of this quotation is how the word fever does not allude towards actual sickness
but to panic.8 In this paper, I will argue that the mass press increased the anxiety of the citizens
of the newly urbanized London because of the false narrative that disease was coming to the city
during the Great Stink of 1858.
Historiography
Historians have approached the Great Stink of 1858 from various angles. One of the more
in-depth studies on the effects of the event is Rosemary Ashton’s book, published in 2017. In the
text, she creates a narrative that focuses on how the Great Stink of 1858 spurred key advances in
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engineering for the city of London and how this disaster eventually led to a more modernized
and efficient city.9 Along with this argument, Ashton incorporates three figures of London into
her study, Charles Dickens, Charles Darwin, and Benjamin Disraeli, to show how 1858 was a
critical year for all three of these men.10 While Ashton’s work does discuss the apprehensive
nature of London’s citizens due to the state of the Thames, she focuses more on how
monumental 1858 was in British history.
In a contrasting style to Ashton, Dale H. Porter’s book The Thames Embankment
provides a detailed history of how London’s sewage system came into existence. Porter writes
about how the events preceding the grand construction project, notably the Great Stink, and
crafts a narrative that focuses on the individuals who are involved in making the decisions. This
style is different than Ashton’s study because Porter does not attempt to make connections to
prominent figures, like Dickens or Darwin, who were not associated with the construction
project.11 However, common threads can be found between the two works. Porter, in a manner
that mimics Ashton’s explanation of how the state of the Thames incited panic, writes that “the
‘Great Stink’ became the stuff of legend”12 and that “Cholera, the ‘shock disease’13 of Victorian
Britain, was said to be approaching England.”14 Porter goes on to write that “engineers and
scientists had first to translate the public’s growing fear and disgust into problem-defining and
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problem-solving language. They employed this language to compete for authority with political
agencies led by technically naive politicians who partly influenced by public opinion as
expressed through the popular press.”15 This line of argument strongly connects to the power of
the mass press and with the primary sources that appear in Ashton’s book. In this paper, I will
diverge from Ashton and Porter’s work by solely focusing on how the Great Stink of 1858 was
an urban emergency that was distorted by the mass press.
Relevant Historical Context
In the middle of the 19th century, scientists had a fervent debate about the origin of
diseases like cholera. They were split between either believing that the air brought disease,
known as miasma theory, or that disease was carried through contaminated drinking water. The
Great Stink of 1858 became a key event in the history of this debate because each side attempted
to show how the toxic fumes that were in London were either bearing disease or not. A staunch
and well-known believer in miasma theory during this period was Edwin Chadwick. He argued
for the “complete drainage and purification of the dwelling house, next of the street and lastly the
river.”16 This process meant that Chadwick advocated for moving London’s raw sewage into the
Thames river.17 Chadwick held this belief until his death in 1890 and even argued for “bringing
down fresh air from a height, by means of such structures as the Eiffel Tower, and distributing it,
warmed and fresh, in our buildings.”18 Miasma theory added to the panic around the Great Stink
and the belief that the foul air could carry disease disturbed Londoners. Another advocate of
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miasma theory was physician Neil Arnott and he believed that the air did not only carry diseases
that could affect the physical body, like cholera, but it also brought diseases that could disturb a
person’s mental health.19 The Great Stink of 1858, and the foul stench that came with it, created
a situation where Londoners who believed in miasma theory thought that the smell would reduce
their sanity. Most importantly, scientists like Chadwick and Arnott were not considered to be
outsiders. The mass press regularly included their beliefs in the news and by doing so they
normalized their opinions. By publishing excerpts and cartoons that included references to the air
carrying disease, the mass press increased the level of concern London’s citizens had towards the
possibility of disease coming to the city.
Miasma theory was quite popular, but it was not seen as the truth in all scientific circles.
Most notably, John Snow “believed the ‘cholera poison’ must be acting directly on the mucous
membrane of the gastro-intestinal tract”20 and that the respiratory system was not involved in any
way. Snow would go on to collect data that would show how cholera was obtained through
drinking water and was revolutionary figure because he was the first person to create maps that
showed the spread of disease.21 Unfortunately, Snow passed away in 1858, the year of the Great
Stink. He had many who doubted his work22 and “the professional and medical elite in London
still saw little immediate need to overhaul London’s primitive network of sewage and water
pipes.”23 This lack of recognition from the elite of London, along with the popularity of miasma
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theory in the mass press, and his untimely death meant that Snow’s work held little prevalence in
public discourse at the time of the Great Stink.
Analysis of Primary Sources
As previously mentioned, the creation of the mass press in London was a reason why the
Great Stink become such a phenomenon. The increased competition between these cheap tabloid
newspapers meant that they needed something that would attract an audience and during the
Great Stink cartoons were quite prevalent. Figure 124 is indicative of what many newspapers
produced at the time. This cartoon from 1858 titled, “Father Thames introducing his offspring to
the city of London” appeared in a magazine called Punch and it depicts how the Thames’
offspring are three noteworthy diseases: diphtheria, scrofula and cholera. These diseases are
wearing tattered rags as clothes and this appearance strongly connects them towards poverty and
the lower class. The belief that the poor in London were carriers of disease was quite common25
and it is not a coincidence that Punch magazine depicts the diseases in such a manner. The artist
who rendered the drawing made the decision to personify the Thames as a father figure who is
very disheveled. Also, the city of London is personified as a patriotic female who is holding a
shield and wearing a crown. This is significant that both are personified because the state of the
Thames is damaging London’s reputation as a city and is diminishing its citizen’s pride. By
emphasizing how the Thames was a disgrace to London and connecting disease to the lower
class, cartoons like "Father Thames introducing his offspring to the city of London” stirred up
feelings of anxiety and fear among the citizens of London.

24
25

See Appendix on page 16.
Lecture, “European Metropolis: 1870-1914" (Davidson College, 2018).

Velleca 8
While the foreground of this image shows Father Thames’ children as diseases, Father
Thames and the city of London, the background of the cartoon, shows a highly urbanized city
with a very dense population. The smokestacks tell the modern viewer that London was heavily
industrialized and the high amount of smoke that is in the sky adds to the notion that the air was
toxic during this period. These are important details because if a disease did come to London
during the Great Stink it would have spread quickly due to the dense population. Finally, in the
right corner of the cartoon there is a figure with a black cloak whose appearance emulates the
grim reaper or death. I make this claim because the dead animals that are floating on the surface
of the river suggest that he is collecting the bodies. Also, Figure 226 shows a cartoon where death
is not so conspicuously portrayed in a similar manner on the Thames during the Great Stink. This
subtle part of the cartoon is certainly eerie, and it informs the viewer that the Thames could bring
a wave of death into London. By publishing such a cartoon, the Punch was amplifying the
danger of the Thames and added to the already existing panic in London during the Great Stink
of 1858.
In a similar method to Figure 1, Figure 327, which also is from Punch magazine but was
published in 1848, depicts Father Thames as a disgusting old man who is living in a heap of
sewage. While this cartoon comes ten years before the Great Stink of 1858, it is still important
because it focuses on issues that are also applicable to the Great Stink. Father Thames is
surrounded by dead fish and is collecting dead rats (bottom left of Figure 3). By drawing rats into
the cartoon, which are infamous bearers of disease, the cartoon again reminds the reader how
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dangerous the Thames is. However, this cartoon distinguishes itself from Figure 1 because it
contains a poem at the bottom:
Filthy river, filthy river
Foul from London to the Nore,
What art thou but one vast gutter,
One tremendous common shore?

All beside thy sludgy waters,
All beside thy reeking ooze,
Christian folks inhale mephitis,
Which thy bubbly bosom brews.

All her foul abominations
Into thee the City throws;
These pollutions, ever churning,
To and fro thy current flows.

And from thee is brew’d our porter—
Thee, thou gully, puddle, sink!
Thou, vile cesspool, art the liquor
Whence is made the beer we drink!

Thou, too, hast a Conservator,
He who fills the civic chair;
Well does he conserve thee, truly
Does he not, my good LORD MAYOR?28
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The second stanza of this poem highlights the significance of miasma theory in scientific thought
during the Great Stink. The term mephitis means “a noxious or pestilential emanation, esp. from
the earth; a noisome or poisonous stench”29 and by using it in this poem the writer is informing
the reader that the fumes from the Thames present imminent danger. This direct reference to
miasma theory is significant because it informs the modern reader to how prevalent miasma
theory was at the time of the Great Stink. The belief that the air carried disease was not a fringe
opinion but rather was deemed a scientific truth by many at the time of the Great Stink. Also, by
directly calling out the mayor of London to solve this problem, the poet highlights how the
pressure on public officials to solve the Thames’ problems was high.
These two cartoons are representative of how the mass press was able to stir anxious
feelings in its readers by producing work that evoked strong emotional responses. In Figure 1,30
creating a cartoon that constructs an image of the Thames as a disgrace to the city of London
increased the outrage citizens felt towards the government. The poem at the bottom of Figure 331
mentions miasma theory and reemphasizes how prevalent it was in the mid-19th century. These
cartoons are two cases of the mass press seizing on the emotional state of its readers to sell more
copies; the sensationalized and often irrational feelings that the readers had after viewing such
cartoons were quite detrimental to their mental stability.
Along with cartoons, the press ran the accounts of London citizens who were outraged
about the Thames. A common theme among these tales is that the writers truly believed that the
smell of the river was a sign that death was coming to the city. As previously mentioned, an
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anonymous lawyer named T.S. wrote a letter to the times on June 17. In this letter, he makes a
dramatic plea for help:
I am one of those unfortunate lawyers who ‘hug the festering shore’, and festering it is,
indeed, with a vengeance. The stench of the Temple to-day is sickening and nauseous in
the extreme; we are enveloped in the foul miasma which spreads on either side of this
repository of the filth of night millions of human beings...I am being killed by inches...I
beg, therefore, most emphatically to protest against being poisoned, and I beg further to
ask those whose business it is, and who are highly paid to see that I am not poisoned, why
is that I am being poisoned32
T.S. writes in a manner that shows the desperation many Londoners felt during the Great Stink.
The air is again strongly connected to disease and the recurring pattern of putting increasing
amounts of pressure on the government to fix the Great Stink is also present in this letter. T.S. is
“protest[ing] against being poisoned”33 and by stating his case this way he is saying that the
leaders of Britain are not protecting his most basic right, the right to live. T.S.’s account suggests
how vitriolic the relationship was between the British government and its citizens during the
Great Stink of 1858. T.S. also discusses miasma theory by referencing the “foul miasma”34 and
this is quite consistent with other primary sources, like the poem at the bottom of the cartoon
from Punch magazine that says the citizens of London are "[inhaling] mephitis.”35 The Great
Stink of 1858 was reported by the mass press as an urban disaster that would bring disease to
London through the air and this narrative thoroughly disturbed the entire city.
The second important facet of T.S.’s letter is the statement “I am being killed by
inches.”36 The significance of this statement is that T.S. is telling the reader that the Great Stink
is slowly taking away his will to live. This statement, while clearly dramatic, encapsulates the
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mood of many people during the Great Stink. The smell of the Thames wore down the mental
stability of Londoners and created an atmosphere where believing that your life was ending,
regardless of it being accurate or not, was normalized. Also, the connotation of “beg”37 is that
T.S. is making a hysterical last plea for help to the people who could fix the Thames. By
publishing this account, The Times crafts the news in a manner that sensationalizes the problem
and installs fear in the public to sell more copies. T.S.’s account is indicative of the mindset of
Londoners during the Great Stink and shows the methods the mass press used to report the news.
As the premier newspaper during this period, The Times controlled the narrative about the
Great Stink. On June 26, The Times again condemned the government for not solving the issue
and told citizens that the river was a danger to the public:
Rivers are poetically supposed to think and talk, to rise from their oozy beds with
warnings or predictions, and to lament over national calamities or the deaths of
monarchs. If the river god who rules the stream flowing beneath our London bridges
possesses the qualities of his brethren in mythical ages, he must exult at the
acknowledgements of his might which are being made on every side. The Thames fever
is now at its height. Every power, dignity and institution confesses its alarm. The City
Corporation, which is generally unable to detect a fault in anything connected with or
subject to itself, admits that the Thames is not exactly in a state of purity.38
The first aspect of this quotation that is significant is how The Times sardonically praises the
river and notes how the disgusting state of the Thames has captured the attention of the people of
London. The Great Stink was so newsworthy because it did not just affect a certain subset of
Londoners, but rather the entire city. So, by writing that “every power, dignity and institution
confesses its alarm”39 The Times is telling its readers that the Great Stink is a problem that is
degrading London society. This degradation of society made the residents of London feel
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insecure, which is noted in previous accounts like T.S.’40, and allowed for a growing mental
instability to develop.
The Great Stink impacted the mental stability of Londoners, but it also created an
environment where citizens were increasingly angry with the public servants and politicians who
oversaw London. By sarcastically mentioning that the City Corporation admits that the Thames
is not in an ideal state41, The Times called out the government for not taking responsibility and by
not doing so they endangered all of society. This lack of awareness by the government during the
Great Stink made many Londoners feel that their public servants were not protecting them in a
suitable manner. By living in a state of constant fear and a belief that the government was not
protecting their safety, the mental state of Londoners became increasingly unstable during the
Great Stink.
Conclusion
The power of the mass press during the Great Stink of 1858 allowed for London to turn
into a city of panic and intense frustration towards the government. With a constant reminder
from the news that they were in danger, regardless of this being true or not, the citizens of
London in all spheres of society felt increasingly scared for their own safety. The result was that
anxiety greatly increased for all of London’s citizens. The Great Stink of 1858 shows the power
of the newly found mass press in London and by reporting in a sensational manner the mass
press raised the anxiety of London’s citizens.
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Appendix
Figure 1

Punch, “Father Thames Introducing His Offspring to the Fair City of London,” Punch Magazine
(1858).
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Figure 2

Punch, “The ‘Silent Highway’-Man,” Punch Magazine (1858).
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Figure 3

Punch, “Dirty Father Thames,” Punch Magazine (1848).

