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Introduction

The  Victorian  era  was  a  time  of  great  progress  and 

innovation  in  many areas,  but  it  was  also  a  time of 

immense challenges, particularly in the realm of public 

health. One of the most pressing issues facing Victorian 

cities was the appalling state of sanitation, which led to 

rampant  disease  and  a  life  expectancy  that  was 

shockingly low by modern standards.

Nowhere was this problem more acute than in London, 

the largest and most populous city in the world at the 

time. By the mid-19th century,  London's streets were 

overflowing with human waste, and the River Thames 

had become an open sewer. The stench from the city 
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was so overwhelming that it was said to be capable of 

knocking a person unconscious.

This situation was not only a major nuisance, but it was 

also a serious public health hazard.  Diseases such as 

cholera  and  typhoid  fever  were  rampant,  and 

thousands  of  people  died  each  year  from  these 

preventable illnesses. It was clear that something had 

to be done to address the problem, but the sheer scale 

of the challenge seemed insurmountable.

Then, in 1858, an event occurred that would change the 

course of history. A particularly hot summer caused the 

stench from the Thames to become so unbearable that 

it forced Parliament to adjourn. This event, known as 

the  Great  Stink,  finally  spurred  the  government  into 

action.

Joseph Bazalgette, a brilliant engineer, was tasked with 

designing  and  constructing  a  new  sewer  system  for 

London.  Bazalgette's  plan  was  ambitious  and 

innovative,  and  it  would  ultimately  revolutionize 
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sanitation  in  the  city.  His  system  of  underground 

sewers would intercept the waste before it could reach 

the Thames,  and it  would transport it  to a treatment 

facility outside of the city.

Bazalgette's project was a massive undertaking, and it 

took  years  to  complete.  But  when  it  was  finally 

finished,  it  had  a  profound  impact  on  the  health  of 

Londoners.  The death rate from cholera and typhoid 

fever  plummeted,  and  life  expectancy  increased 

dramatically. Bazalgette's sewer system was a triumph 

of engineering, and it saved countless lives.

The story of London's Great Stink and the subsequent 

construction of  its  sewer system is  a  fascinating one 

that offers valuable lessons for today. It is a reminder 

of the importance of sanitation and public health, and 

it is a testament to the power of engineering to solve 

even the most daunting problems.
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Book Description

In the heart of the Victorian era, London, the world's 

most  populous  city,  faced  a  daunting  challenge:  an 

overwhelming stench and rampant disease caused by 

overflowing sewage and an open sewer known as the 

River Thames. The Great Stink of 1858, an exceptionally 

hot  summer  that  intensified  the  odor,  finally  forced 

Parliament to confront the crisis.

Enter Joseph Bazalgette, a brilliant engineer entrusted 

with the seemingly insurmountable task of  designing 

and  constructing  a  new  sewer  system  for  London. 

Bazalgette's  vision  was  ambitious:  a  network  of 

underground  sewers  to  intercept  waste  before  it 

reached  the  Thames,  transporting  it  to  a  treatment 

facility outside the city.

The project was colossal, spanning years of meticulous 

planning,  engineering  innovation,  and  relentless 

construction.  Yet,  when Bazalgette's  masterpiece  was 
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complete,  it  transformed  London's  sanitation  and 

public health. The death rate from waterborne diseases 

plummeted,  life  expectancy soared,  and the city  was 

reborn, free from the stench that had once plagued its 

streets.

The Odorous Metropolis chronicles this extraordinary 

tale  of  engineering  triumph  and  public  health 

salvation.  It  delves  into  the  depths  of  London's 

sanitation crisis, unveiling the appalling conditions that 

bred disease  and despair.  Through vivid  storytelling, 

the  book  brings  to  life  the  tireless  efforts  of  Joseph 

Bazalgette and his team, showcasing the ingenuity and 

perseverance that brought about a sanitary revolution.

More  than  a  historical  account,  The  Odorous 

Metropolis offers valuable lessons for today's world. It 

reminds us of the critical role sanitation plays in public 

health  and  the  importance  of  investing  in 

infrastructure to protect our communities. Bazalgette's 

legacy  stands  as  a  testament  to  the  transformative 
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power  of  engineering  and  the  unwavering  human 

spirit in the face of daunting challenges.

Immerse yourself  in the captivating narrative of  The 

Odorous Metropolis and discover the fascinating story 

behind London's transformation from a city suffocating 

in  stench  to  a  metropolis  thriving  in  health  and 

prosperity.

6



Chapter 1: The Stench of the City

The Prevailing Conditions

In the Victorian era, London was a city of contrasts. It 

was a time of great progress and prosperity, but it was 

also a time of immense poverty and squalor. The city's 

streets  were crowded with people,  horses,  and carts, 

and the air was thick with smoke and pollution.

One of the most striking things about Victorian London 

was the smell. The city stank. The stench came from a 

variety of sources: human waste, animal waste, rotting 

food,  and industrial  pollution.  The smell  was  so  bad 

that it was said that you could smell London before you 

could see it.

The prevailing conditions in Victorian London were a 

breeding  ground  for  disease.  Cholera,  typhoid,  and 

typhus  were  rampant,  and thousands  of  people  died 

each year from these preventable illnesses. The death 

7



rate in London was twice as high as in other parts of 

the country.

The poor were particularly hard hit  by the appalling 

sanitary  conditions.  They  lived  in  crowded  slums, 

where there was little or no sanitation. They were also 

more likely to work in dangerous and unhealthy jobs. 

As a result, they were more likely to get sick and die 

young.

The  stench  of  Victorian  London  was  a  constant 

reminder of the city's poverty and inequality. It was a 

smell  that  permeated  every  aspect  of  life,  from  the 

streets to the homes to the workplaces. It was a smell 

that people could not escape, and it was a smell that 

they would never forget.

The  Great  Stink  of  1858  was  a  turning  point  in  the 

history  of  London.  This  event  finally  forced  the 

government  to  take  action  to  address  the  city's 

sanitation problems. Joseph Bazalgette was tasked with 

designing  and  constructing  a  new  sewer  system  for 
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London.  Bazalgette's  system  was  a  massive 

undertaking,  but  it  was  ultimately  successful  in 

reducing  the  stench  and  improving  the  health  of 

Londoners.

The  Great  Stink  is  a  reminder  of  the  importance  of 

sanitation and public health. It is also a reminder of the 

power  of  government  to  improve  the  lives  of  its 

citizens.
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Chapter 1: The Stench of the City

The Causes of the Stench

The  stench  of  Victorian  London  was  caused  by  a 

variety of factors, including:

 Human  waste: London's  population  was 

growing  rapidly  in  the  19th  century,  and  the 

city's  infrastructure  was  struggling  to  keep up. 

Human waste was often dumped in the streets or 

in cesspools, which overflowed and leaked into 

the water supply.

 Animal waste: London was also home to a large 

number of animals, including horses, cows, and 

pigs. Their waste was also dumped in the streets, 

adding to the stench.

 Rotting  food: London's  markets  were 

overflowing with food, much of which was not 

properly stored or refrigerated. This food would 

quickly rot, attracting flies and other pests.
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 Industrial pollution: London was also a major 

industrial  center,  and  the  factories  and 

workshops  produced  a  variety  of  pollutants, 

including  smoke,  soot,  and  chemicals.  These 

pollutants hung in the air, creating a thick smog 

that was harmful to breathe.

The combination of these factors created a stench that 

was almost unbearable.  It  was said that the smell  of 

London could be detected from miles away. The stench 

was  a  constant  reminder  of  the  city's  poverty  and 

inequality. The poor were more likely to live in areas 

with poor sanitation, and they were more likely to be 

exposed to the stench.

The  stench  of  Victorian  London  was  a  major  public 

health hazard.  It  was a breeding ground for disease, 

and it contributed to the high death rate in the city. The 

Great Stink of 1858 was a turning point in the history of 

London.  This  event  finally  forced  the  government  to 

take action to  address  the city's  sanitation problems. 
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Joseph  Bazalgette  was  tasked  with  designing  and 

constructing  a  new  sewer  system  for  London. 

Bazalgette's system was a massive undertaking, but it 

was ultimately successful  in reducing the stench and 

improving the health of Londoners.

The  Great  Stink  is  a  reminder  of  the  importance  of 

sanitation and public health. It is also a reminder of the 

power  of  government  to  improve  the  lives  of  its 

citizens.
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Chapter 1: The Stench of the City

The Impact on Public Health

The  stench  of  Victorian  London  had  a  devastating 

impact  on  public  health.  The  air  was  thick  with 

pollutants, including smoke, soot, and chemicals from 

factories and workshops. The streets were overflowing 

with  human and animal  waste,  which  attracted  flies 

and other pests. The River Thames was an open sewer, 

and  its  waters  were  contaminated  with  raw  sewage 

and industrial waste.

This  appalling  sanitary  situation  led  to  rampant 

disease.  Cholera,  typhoid,  and  typhus  were  the  most 

common  killers,  but  there  were  also  outbreaks  of 

smallpox, scarlet fever, and measles. The death rate in 

London  was  twice  as  high  as  in  other  parts  of  the 

country.

The poor were particularly hard hit  by the appalling 

sanitary  conditions.  They  lived  in  crowded  slums, 
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where there was little or no sanitation. They were also 

more likely to work in dangerous and unhealthy jobs. 

As a result, they were more likely to get sick and die 

young.

Children were especially vulnerable to the effects of the 

stench.  Their  lungs  were  still  developing,  and  they 

were more susceptible to respiratory infections. They 

were also more likely to be exposed to contaminated 

food  and  water.  As  a  result,  child  mortality  rates  in 

London were shockingly high.

The  stench  of  Victorian  London  was  a  major  public 

health hazard. It was a constant reminder of the city's 

poverty and inequality. It was a smell that people could 

not escape, and it was a smell that they would never 

forget.

The  Great  Stink  of  1858  was  a  turning  point  in  the 

history  of  London.  This  event  finally  forced  the 

government  to  take  action  to  address  the  city's 

sanitation problems. Joseph Bazalgette was tasked with 
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designing  and  constructing  a  new  sewer  system  for 

London.  Bazalgette's  system  was  a  massive 

undertaking,  but  it  was  ultimately  successful  in 

reducing  the  stench  and  improving  the  health  of 

Londoners.

The  Great  Stink  is  a  reminder  of  the  importance  of 

sanitation and public health. It is also a reminder of the 

power  of  government  to  improve  the  lives  of  its 

citizens.
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This extract presents the opening three 

sections of the first chapter.

Discover the complete 10 chapters and 

50  sections  by  purchasing  the  book, 

now available in various formats.
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Discover the complete 10 chapters and 

50  sections  by  purchasing  the  book, 

now available in various formats.
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