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A City Wrapped in Fog  

Imagine stepping outside in London, December 1952, and instantly regretting it 
– not because of the cold, but because the city has vanished into a thick, smoky 
soup. Street signs are invisible, the bus might be a block away, yet you can’t see 
it, and your scarf has suddenly become your personal air filter. 

For five days, the Great Smog, as it later became known, wrapped London in a 
blanket of soot, coal smoke, and general confusion. People coughed, cars inched 
along as if in a slow-motion race, and everyone discovered new ways to avoid 
the haze – some practical, some just hopeful. 

In this booklet, we’ll wander through those foggy days and take a peek into the 
lives of the Londoners navigating their smoky city. We’ll explore how this curious 
disaster changed the way the city breathed – with a few giggles along the way, 
because sometimes even history needs a sense of humour.  
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London After the War 

By 1952, London was a city that had seen better days – and honestly, worse days 
too. The war had left chunks of streets missing, roofs patched, and people a little 
wary of what might fall from the sky… though by now, it was mostly bricks and 
rain rather than bombs. Coal was still king: it heated homes and powered 
industry… but it would soon contribute to one of the city’s stickiest situations 
yet. 

With rationing still in effect; people had to make do with what they had. Families 
huddled around coal fires in draughty flats and houses, teacups in hand, 
wondering what they could rustle up for tea. Meanwhile, factories puffed out 
smoke like nothing had happened, because in a city determined to keep moving, 
smoke was just… part of the scenery.  

Londoners were used to fog, the kind that made the Thames look ‘mysterious’ 
and gave poets something to write about. But the combination of smoky 
industry, coal fires, and the right sort of weather (or the wrong sort – depending 
on how you look at it) meant that a fog in 1952 wouldn’t just look mysterious – 
it would hang around, stubborn, sticky, and rather unpleasant. 
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The Smog Arrives 

On the morning of December 5th, London woke up to the usual grey chill – 
nothing remarkable, except that by lunchtime, it was as if someone had poured 
a bucket of soot over the city and forgotten to clean it up. Streetlights glowed 
dimly through a murky haze, buses played hide-and-seek, and suddenly the fog 
was so thick you could lose your sense of direction – and your hat – in a single 
step. 

Of course, the smog didn’t just appear out of nowhere – it had some very 
determined helpers. The early part of December in 1952 was unusually cold and 
still, so naturally people burnt more coal to heat homes and businesses, which 
of course resulted in more smoke. Then, as if this wasn’t bad enough, nature 
decided to pitch in. 

Normally, warm air rises and carries pollution away, but in this instance a high-
pressure weather system parked itself over London, and a temperature 
inversion trapped all that cold smoky air close to the ground. With no wind to 
disperse the smoke, the city was wrapped in a thick, yellow-grey blanket of fog, 
soot, and sulphur – the kind of smog that didn’t just obscure the streets, but 
clung to your lungs with every inhale. The fog wasn’t just made up of water 
droplets; it was acidic, smoky, and pollutant-laden, and extremely hazardous to 
health. 

In short, coal and industry did the cooking, and the weather served it up on a 
plate. 
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Living Through the Fog  

For five days, Londoners lived inside a changed city. There was no panic as 
London was infamous for its fog, but this one went far beyond your typical ‘pea-

souper.’ Visibility was reduced to only a 
few metres and in some of the back 
streets the fog was so dense, pedestrians 
were forced to shuffle rather than walk, 
feeling for kerbs and lamp posts as they 
went. 

Driving was difficult, or at times 
impossible. Cars were forced to move at a 
snail’s pace, honking in confusion. Some 

drivers were even forced to abandon their cars in 
the street. All public transport, other than the 
underground was halted, and the number of car 
accidents placed ambulance services under huge 
strain. The smog even seeped indoors, resulting in 
many cancellations of concerts and film screenings 
as visibility was so poor in large enclosed spaces. 

Still, life in London continued. Many people tried to stay at home in order to 
avoid the fog, covering windows and doors with clothes to prevent it creeping 

inside. Those who did brave the outside wore 
makeshift masks, wrapping bits of cloth like scarves 
or hankies around their faces to filter the bitter air. 
Those who could afford it purchased protective 
“smog masks” which were available from chemists. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

I remember walking to school 

with a woollen scarf wrapped 

tightly around my mouth and 

nose; feeling our way along the 

hedgerows, holding hands to 

not get lost; the black soot on 

the scarf when I took it off at 

school – Teresa P 

I was two at the time, and I 

don’t remember much about 

it as I was in hospital for weeks 

after being run over by a bus 

in the smog! – Dilys Rolfe 



7 
 

The Hidden Toll  

While Londoners shuffled through the fog, 
squinting at the ghostly shapes and trying 
not to inhale more soot than absolutely 
necessary, the real danger of the Great 
Smog was quietly unfolding. At first, people 
just treated it as an inconvenience – 
annoying, unpleasant, and best avoided if 
you wanted to keep your shoes clean. But 
beneath the slow-moving days and muffled 

streets, the smog was doing far more than making eyes water. 

Hospitals began to notice it first. Wards filled with people struggling to breathe, 
especially the very young, the elderly, and anyone with chest or heart 
conditions. What many assumed to be just a bout of winter illness turned out to 
be far more serious. The fog wasn’t simply thick – it was toxic. A harsh mix of 
soot, sulphur dioxide, and acidic particles hung in the air, coating lungs with 
every breath. 

Doctors and nurses worked tirelessly, 
but the scale of it wasn’t immediately 
obvious. London was used to fog; this 
was just… a particularly stubborn one. It 
wasn’t until days later, when the smog 
finally lifted, that the true impact 
became clear. The numbers were 
shocking. Thousands had died during 
those five days, and thousands more would die in the weeks that followed. 
Families who had gone about their business as best as they could now realised 
the smog had taken far more than visibility – it had taken lives.  
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The tragedy of the Great Smog wasn’t loud or dramatic. It crept in quietly, hid 
among the foggy streets, and left a mark that London wouldn’t fully grasp until 
it was too late. And in a city that that had already endured so much in the years 
following the war, the scale of the loss came as a heavy, sobering blow.  

When the fog finally lifted and the full extent of the 
damage became clear, London was left with a difficult 
question: how had something as ordinary as smoke and 
weather caused such devastation? The Great Smog had 
forced the city to look more closely at the air it lived with 
every day, and the answers weren’t comforting. But out 

of the tragedy came a growing realisation that things couldn’t go on as they 
were. In the months and years that followed, London began to rethink its 
chimneys, its industries, and its everyday habits – setting the stage for one of 
the most important environmental changes in British history. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A report published in 2004 

suggests that the number 

of fatalities was around 

12,000, around three to 

four times greater than 

the official government 

total at the time. 
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Clearing the Air 

In the wake of the Great Smog, London found itself at a turning point. The fog 
had lifted, but the shock it left behind lingered. Newspapers carried stories of 
families who had lost loved ones, doctors spoke out about the conditions they 
had battled through, and politicians – after much head-scratching and finger 
pointing – realised that something had to change. The city couldn’t simply carry 
on filling the air with soot and hoping for kinder weather. 

Slowly but surely, momentum built. Scientists and public health officials pushed 
for stricter rules, and Londoners, who had spent five days stumbling through a 
smoky maze, were more than ready for cleaner air. It wasn’t an overnight 
transformation; Britain loved its coal fires. They were warm, familiar, and part 
of everyday life. But people were also painfully aware of the cost. 

In 1956, after years of debate and pressure, 
the government introduced the Clean Air 
Act – a landmark piece of legislation that 
aimed to steer Britain towards a less smoky 
future. It encouraged the use of cleaner 
fuels, created ‘smoke control areas,’ and 
began the slow process of phasing out coal-
burning in homes and industries. Streets 
that once filled with soot on a winter’s 

morning gradually saw clearer skies, and the city started to breathe a little 
easier. 

It wasn’t perfect, and it wasn’t instant, but the Clean Air Act signalled something 
important: that the smoky, fog-choked London of old was finally beginning to 
fade. In its place emerged a city that had learned, the hard way, that the air we 
take for granted can shape our lives more than we realise. 
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What the Smog Teaches Us Today  

The Great Smog of 1952 is often remembered for its eeriness – a city swallowed 
by fog, lamps glowing like distant stars, and Londoners shuffling through streets 
they could barely see. But beneath the strange, smoky days lies a reminder of 
how quietly history can change direction. What began as an inconvenience 
became a national wake-up call; a moment when everyday life revealed 
something much bigger about the world people were living in. 

London emerged from the smog wiser, if a little shaken. The city learned that 
the things we grow used to – the smoke from the chimneys, the glow of factory 
stacks, the winter haze – aren’t always as harmless as they seem. And in the 
years that followed, the move towards cleaner air didn’t just make the skies 
clearer; it made life healthier, safer, and a little less soot-covered. 

Looking back, the Great Smog stands as both a tragedy and a turning point. A 
moment when London paused, took a breath – a much cleaner one, eventually 
– and decided to do better. And perhaps that’s the quiet lesson tucked inside 
this foggy chapter of history: sometimes it takes a difficult few days to change 
the direction of decades. 

 

 


