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Introduction

In the sweltering summer of 1858, central London was treated to a smell so
powerful it could strip paint — and possibly your will to live. The River Thames,
already serving as the city’s open-air toilet and industrial rubbish tip, had been
stewing for years thanks to an elderly sewer system that dumped everything
straight into it. When the hot weather hit, it didn’t just waft the aroma across
the city — it practically gift-wrapped it and delivered it straight to everyone’s
doorstep.

Victorians, firmly convinced that “bad air” (or miasma) spread disease, blamed
the stink for the three cholera outbreaks that had already made life unpleasant
enough before this grand nasal assault.

The “Great Stink” as it was so aptly named, is remembered as a pivotal moment
in Britain’s history as it gave London the smelly shove it needed to overhaul its
failing sanitation system — and, by extension, modernise urban public health.




London Before the Stink

In the first half of the 19th century, London was booming — and not in a quiet,
gentle way. Its population exploded, cramming millions of people into a city that
still thought “urban planning” meant adding another pub. The sewage system
was more of a suggestion, than an actual network. Much of it dated back to the
17th century and was a chaotic collection of pipes, ditches, and wishful thinking.
Much of the waste disposal still relied on cesspits — holes in the ground that
were supposed to be emptied regularly but often overflowed into nearby drains
or cellars. Some cesspits leaked methane and other gases, which often caught
fire and exploded. Street gutters acted as open channels, washing waste into
surface drains that led directly... you guessed it... into the Thames.

The city’s main sewers, where they existed, had been designed centuries earlier
for stormwater, not millions of people’s waste. As the population grew, the
volume of sewage far outstripped their capacity. To make matters worse, new
“flushing toilets” (a luxury for the wealthy) sent even more waste straight into
the waterways at a speed the old drains couldn’t handle.
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disease. This meant that instead of targeting germs —and let’s face it, a Victorian
wouldn’t know what a germ was if it walked up and punched them in the face —
reformers focused on tackling the odour, as though an extra whiff of lavender
might sort everything out.



Among the saner voices was Edwin Chadwick, a lawyer, and a man determined
to clean up the city’s filth. He had long warned that the infrastructure was
hopelessly outdated, but although some improvements were made, London was
still well on its way to the aromatic climax of 1858 — a summer so pungent it
would go down in history as The Great Stink.

Sir Edwin Chadwick



How the Great Stink Actually Happened.

By 1858, London had been quietly fermenting a disaster for decades. Sewage
from homes, businesses, slaughterhouses, and factories all took the same one-
way trip — straight into the Thames. The city’s aging sewers weren’t so much
“waste disposal” as “waste relocation,” politely shuffling the problem a few
streets over until it hit the river.

In his novel Little Dorrit — published as a serial between 1855 and 1857 — our
good friend Mr Charles Dickens wrote that the Thames was “a deadly sewer... in
the place of a fine, fresh river”. In a letter to a friend, he went on to say “/ can
certify that the offensive smells, even in that short whiff, have been of a most
head-and-stomach-distending nature”.

Then came the summer of 1858. The city was hit by a
heatwave and under the blazing sun, the Thames
turned from a “bit whiffy” to “weaponised.” The
water level dropped, exposing glistening banks of
untreated human waste and industrial sludge, all
quietly bubbling away like a witch’s cauldron. When
Queen Victoria and Prince Albert attempted to take
a pleasure cruise on the Thames, they were forced to
return to shore within a few minutes because the "
smell was so bad.

To make matters worse, the smell didn’t just hang in
the air around the river — it marched up the street, knocked on your door, and
invited itself in for tea.

By mid-June, the first complaints were starting to roll in with newspapers
reporting that the smell was “alarming.” This is Victorian code for “so bad it
made my eyes water.”

The stench even stormed the Houses of Parliament and desperate MPs
drenched curtains in chloride of lime and held debates with handkerchiefs over
their faces. Legalisation to fix the sewers began to move very quickly by this
point.



Public and Political Reaction

For ordinary Londoners, the Great Stink was less a single shocking moment and
more the foul cherry on top of years of bad smells. People had long complained
about the Thames, but the summer of 1858 made it impossible to ignore — you
couldn’t cross a bridge, open a window, or stroll by the river without being hit
by what one newspaper politely called “a most disagreeable effluvium.”
(Translation: “it smells like something died, then came back and died again.”)
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At first, the government tried to soldier on and just pretend it wasn’t happening.
As mentioned, they attempted to mask the smell with lime, a bit like trying to
fix a blocked loo by lighting a scented candle. It didn’t work.

The Victorian press had a field day. Punch
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clear demand: “For heaven’s sake, fix it!”
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There was also fear — genuine fear. The Victorians, still loyal to the miasma
theory, believed the “bad air” was not just unpleasant but actively deadly. Three
recent cholera outbreaks had already convinced them that the stink could kill —
so the reeking Thames was basically the Grim Reaper in liquid form.




By July, the sun was still blazing down on the Thames, and inside the Palace of
Westminster, the air was thick with... well, not ideas. MPs sat fanning
themselves with papers, trying to look statesmanlike while discreetly breathing
through handkerchiefs.

Benjamin Disraeli rose to speak, his trademark wit slightly dampened by the fact
that every sentence was accompanied by the faint sound of gagging from the
back benches.

The debate was brief. The smell was winning. Even the most frugal members
realised that the only way to survive another summer was to spend big. By the
time the vote was called, there was no opposition — possibly because nobody
wanted to stay in the chamber any longer than absolutely necessary.




Joseph Bazalgette and the Sewer Revolution

By August the heat had broken, and so did the stench — a little. But the political
momentum was unstoppable. As soon as Parliament
finished gagging into their handkerchiefs and voting for
action, Joseph Bazalgette, Chief Engineer of the
Metropolitan Board of Works, was handed the mammoth
task of sorting London’s waste problem once and for all.
Yeah. Good luck with that one.

Bazalgette wasn’t fazed though, and his plans were bold.
Essentially, he wanted to build miles of huge “intercepting
sewers” to catch waste before it hit the Thames and construct massive pumping

stations (like the ornate Crossness and Abbey Mills) to push sewage along. He
also planned to create new embankments along the river (Victoria, Albert, and
Chelsea), which hid the sewers, gave London extra land, and at the same time
managed to look rather posh.

Work began in 1859 and continued through the 1860s and into the 1870s. By
the end 82 miles of main intercepting sewers and over 1,000 miles of smaller
street sewers had been built. The
Thames stopped being the city’s
open-air toilet, people could open
their windows without risking
unconsciousness, and cholera »
outbreaks in London vanished — ssetas
though people didn’t yet know it |
was because they had finally
stopped drinking poo.

Bazalgette also had the foresight to make his sewers twice as big as the current
population needed. Victorian Londoners thought he was getting a bit carried
away; modern Londoners call it lucky. The system still serves the city today —
albeit with a little help from modern upgrades.

So, all in all, Bazalgette turned London’s smelliest summer into the start of its
greatest civic improvement. Someone give that man a pat on the back.



Long Term Impact

The Great Stink may have been one of London’s most unpleasant summers, but
it left behind one of the city’s greatest public health legacies. Joseph Bazalgette’s
grand sewer scheme didn’t just mask the smell — it transformed how London
handled waste, and by extension, how cities around the world thought about
sanitation. It brought about:

1. The end of cholera in London

Although Victorians didn’t yet understand germ theory, Bazalgette’s system
removed sewage from the Thames, cutting off the source of contaminated
drinking water. By the 1870s, the city had seen its last major cholera outbreak.

2. A cleaner, healthier city

The new intercepting sewers and embankments improved air quality (to
Victorian noses, at least), reduced the foul stench, and made the Thames
gradually cleaner. The embankments also provided wide new roads, gardens,
and river walks.

3. A model for the world

London’s success inspired other cities — from Paris to New York — to invest in
large-scale sewer systems. The Great Stink became a textbook case in “public
health disaster leads to public works miracle.”

4. Bazalgette’s enduring legacy

The fact that his sewers still serve London today — more than 160 years later —
speaks volume about his foresight. He built them to handle a population double
London’s size at the time, which meant they coped surprisingly well until the
late 20th century.

5. A shift in government responsibility

Perhaps most importantly, the Great Stink cemented the idea that urban
sanitation was not a private problem but a public duty — one worth spending
serious money on, even if the push did come from parliament’s twitching
nostrils.

In short, London swapped its status as Europe’s smelliest capital for that of a
pioneering example in modern sanitation — all because one summer’s
heatwave made the Thames impossible to ignore.
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Conclusion

The Great Stink of 1858 may have been a nose-wrinkling nightmare, but it
forced London to swap centuries of filth for the marvel of Bazalgette’s sewers —
an underground empire that still works today. What began as a hot, smelly
embarrassment became a turning point in public health, proving that it
sometimes takes a truly awful pong to get people moving. In the end, the
Thames got cleaner, the city got healthier, and Londoners could finally breathe
easy — though perhaps with the occasional wary sniff... just in case.

And from the clond a pexfume rose,
That wight be swelt but never sung ;
And every jnember to kis nose,
The gnardian bandana tlung ;
Slowly the cloud took form, and slow
The perfume to a centre grew,
And on the deck before them, lo !
A grisly form appeared to view !

A trailing robe of sludge and slime;
Fell o'er bis limbs of muddy green,
And now and then, a streak of lime
Showed where the Board of Works had boen -
From out Lis mouth’s mephitic well, %
Poured fetid stench and sulphurous flamses,
And—was it sight, or was it simell 7—
All there, somehow, knew Father Thames,
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