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Introduction

Imagine stepping outside your front door
and finding yourself waist-deep in... horse
manure. Sounds ridiculous, right? But in
1894, Londoners were facing just that —or
at least, a daily pile-up on their streets
which made life messy, smelly, and very
complicated.

At the end of the 19th century, the great cities of the world faced a problem that
was not just under their noses, but under their feet. London, New York, and Paris
alike were awash with horses — hundreds of thousands of them clip-clopping
through the streets, pulling omnibuses, carts, carriages, and deliveries of every
kind. Horses were the ‘engines’ of the modern city. Unfortunately, they were
also highly efficient at producing something rather less desirable: manure.

By 1894, London’s horses were producing so much waste that it seemed the city
was in danger of being buried beneath it. One gloomy prediction even suggested
that the streets would be nine feet deep in poop within fifty years. Not an
appealing prospect. Journalists fretted, public health officials panicked, and
urban planners despaired. For a moment, the future of civilisation appeared to
rest on the back end of a horse.

This so-called “horse manure crisis” may sound faintly amusing to us now, but
for the Victorians it was no laughing matter. Flies swarmed, disease spread, and
the stench was unavoidable. Yet, as history often does, the problem found an
unexpected solution — not through shovels, but through a brand new invention
with an engine of its own.



London Before the Pile-Up

Picture London in the 1890s, a bustling, booming city — crowded, noisy and full
of life. Not much different from today, but instead of the rumble of car engines,
the streets were alive with the clip-clopping of thousands of horses, pulling cabs,
carts, and omnibuses. Horse-drawn transport was the lifeblood of the city:
deliveries of coal, bread, and goods kept businesses running, while horse drawn
carriages carried Londoners to work, the shops, and social events.

But with all these horses came a problem
that no one could ignore: poop. Lots and
lots of it. Each horse produced manure
and urine on a heroic scale, at least 15 to
35 pounds of manure a day, as well as 2
pints of urine, and with an estimated
300,000 horses in London alone, it’s not

- : . surprising that the streets were covered
in the stuff. No one could keep up with the constant output and if you happened
to walk down a main road, you were risking your boots — and your nose. Piles of
dung would be left for hours, attracting flies, and creating a sort of ‘poo soup’
when it rained, making the streets smell... well, terrible. Perhaps not on the level
of the Great Stink of 1858 but close.

London wasn’t just smelly; it was crowded. The narrow streets were jammed
with horses, carts, and pedestrians. Shops and markets spilled into the streets,
and chimney smoke hung heavy over the city, like a thick, stinky blanket. Add
horse manure to the mix and you had a perfect storm of filth and congestion.

To make matters worse, the average life expectancy for a working horse was
around 3 years, which led to the issue of having to dispose of the many
carcasses. Ironically the removal of the waste and the dead horses would require
more horses, resulting in more waste, and more dead horses. It was a vicious
cycle, and it was only a matter of time before the city would face what
newspapers would call the Great Horse Manure Crisis of 1894.



The Day Dung Took Over

By 1894, the problem could no longer be ignored.
Street cleaners and private cart companies simply
couldn’t keep up. Manure piled up on busy roads, in
marketplaces, and along narrow alleyways.
Pedestrians tried to dodge it, carriages got stuck in
it, and the smell... well it was everywhere. The city’s

A single horse can produce 35
pounds of poop a day. Multiply
that by 300,000 and you get...
well, a LOT of poop. Enough to
fill several double-decker buses
every day!

flies were thriving and having a grand old time, while public health officials

worried that the filth could contribute to disease.

This was the moment that London officially hit crisis level. What had once been
an unpleasant inconvenience had now become a daily hazard. Some parts of the
city looked like miniature “manure mountains,” and Londoners realised that if
something wasn’t done soon, the city might literally be up to its knees in horse

poop.




Desperate Measure and Daring Ideas

As the piles grew, Londoners tried everything they could think of to tackle the
crisis. Some ideas were clever; some were just downright bizarre.

| The first, and most obvious solution was to
engage street sweepers to simply haul the
dung away on manure carts, but with so
many horses producing so much waste, the
carts were overwhelmed. It was like bailing
out a sinking boat with a teaspoon.

Some inventive minds suggested collecting
the manure to sell as fertilizer. While
environmentally friendly in theory, in
practice it was hard to convince people to handle the stuff without gagging. Also,
although farmers were initially happy to pay good money for manure, but by the
end of the 1800s, the cities were having to pay people to take it away because
there was just so much of it.

One suggestion in the newspapers was that the manure be ‘rationed,” and that
horses were only to be allowed to produce a certain amount of manure a day...
problem solved! Unfortunately, the horses didn’t cooperate.

In some areas, the dung was just left to pile up in designated spots, not really a
solution, particularly as children and adventurous pets would find these ‘dung
mountains’ irresistible for climbing. Engineers proposed that the streets be
paved to make cleaning easier. This helped eventually, but at the time, it was
just a slow and expensive solution.

Some forward-thinking folks realised that the newfangled motor car might save
London from its manure nightmare. It took a while, but eventually these
horseless carriages did indeed make a huge difference.

Despite the chaos (and the smell), Londoners kept their sense of humour about
the crisis. Newspapers ran jokes, and city dwellers shared stories of how they
had narrowly avoided stepping into the latest pile. It was messy, smelly, and
challenging — but also a moment when a city learned just how dependent it had
been on its four-legged commuters.



Hooves vs. Horse Power: The Great Swap

Feature

Horses

Motor Cars

Waste Produced

15-35 pounds of manure per
day, and about 2 pints of
urine. Yikes!

Zero manure, just fumes.
Much easier on your boots.

Speed

Slow, and easily tired.

Faster — sometimes too fast
for people to dodge!

Maintenance

Must be fed, watered,
groomed, and stabled. Also
requires shoes!

Needs petrol and occasional
repairs. No hay required.

Smell Factor

High. Very high.

Lower. Smells like petrol,
better than poop, most
would agree.

Crowd Control

Horses sometimes spook,
kick, or bolt.

Cars can speed, honk, and
occasionally stall. Still less

dangerous than a runaway
horse with a mind of its own.

By the late 1800s and early 1900s, inventors were experimenting with ‘horseless
carriages’ — vehicles powered by stream, electricity, or petrol. At first, these
early cars were slow, expensive, and rare, mostly owned by wealthy enthusiasts.

But things changed after the Motor Car Act of 1903, which encouraged the
registration and regulation of motor vehicles. Suddenly, more people could own
cars, and motor buses and delivery vehicles began to appear on London Streets.
Unlike horses, motor vehicles didn’t produce piles of poo, didn’t attract flies,
and didn’t need to be stabled and fed.

Initially, many Londoners were suspicious of these noisy, smelly new
contraptions, just as their ancestors had been wary of omnibuses when they first
made an appearance in the mid-1800s, but soon the idea of dodging manure
seemed far less appealing than dodging the occasional motor bus.

By the 1910s, the motor car was becoming increasingly common. The streets
were still busy, with cars and horses, but the sheer amount of horse waste began
to shrink as more people switched from hooves to engines.



A Cleaner, Less Smelly London

By the early 20th century, London had begun to breathe a sigh of relief. Slowly
but surely, the horse manure crisis started to fade — not because people
suddenly got better at cleaning up, but because horseless carriage aka motor
cars began to take over the streets. Fewer horses meant fewer piles, fewer flies,
and fewer unpleasant surprises underfoot.

The city also invested in better street cleaning, wider roads, and, eventually
proper sewage systems (see my booklet on The Great Stink of 1858). The
manure mountains began to disappear and were replaced by smoother
pavements and asphalt roads. Londoners could finally walk to work without
tackling a daily obstacle course made up of poo.

Of course, the memory lingered. Newspapers occasionally joked about the
“glorious days when Londoners dodged horse poop like it was a sport,” and
historians today still marvel at the sheer scale of the problem. The crisis taught
the city an important lesson: even the most ordinary daily routines — like
transporting people and goods — can spiral into a full-blown disaster if left
unchecked.

And so, London survived, a cleaner and slightly wiser London, proving that even
a city buried in horse manure could eventually find its way back to normal... or
at least normal enough to keep your boots clean.




Further Reading;

» The Horse World of London (1893) by William John Gordon
= The Great Horse Manure Crisis of 1894 by Stephen Davis
= FEE.org — The Great Horse Manure Crisis of 1894

= Utrecht University — The Great Manure Crisis



