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Source A: Drawn in 1852 for 
Punch magazine.

List all of the threats to 
health you can see in this 
cartoon.

Cholera was a terrible disease. 
It caused diarrhoea and 
sickness that became so bad 
the victim would become 
dehydrated and probably die 
within 2-6 days. The blood 
would thicken and rupture 
under the skin, this turned 
their skin blue. It was therefore 
nicknamed the ‘Blue Death’.

It was spread through person-
to-person contact or water 
contaminated with poo!



SIMILAR 



There were attempts to prevent the spread of 
Cholera. They tried to clean up the filthiest areas 
of the cities to stop it spreading.

The belief of Miasma was still widespread so 
attention was turned to the mess people were 
living in. 

The government had a very LAISSEZ FAIRE 
attitude (staying out of people’s business)

Printed in the Times in 1849, during the 2nd outbreak, from a group of Soho residents

What can you learn about living conditions from this source?



John Snow was a surgeon who had moved to 
Soho in 1836. He became London’s no.1 
anaesthetist, helping Queen Victoria with her 
child birth. He was popular and well respected.

Snow took it upon himself to look in to this 2nd 
Cholera outbreak (1848-49).

He suggested that:

• Cholera could not be transmitted by miasma 
because it affected the gut not the lungs.

• Drinking water was being contaminated by 
the cholera-ridden faeces being disposed of 
in the city’s drains.

“Cholera is clearly transmitted by dirty drinking water!”
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Use this map to come up with 
some observations and theories.

Do you find anything peculiar? 
Any patterns? 





After looking at the map, John Snow realised that there was a pattern?

There was a large number of deaths around the pump on Broad Street. To Snow, it was clear that the water 
pump was the source of the infection. He immediately removed the handle from the pump and…

No more deaths from Cholera!!

Later inspections of the well 
underneath the pump revealed it 
was very close to a cesspit – less than 
one metre away! The brick lining had 
cracked meaning waste and faeces
was seeping into the well.



Snow’s legacy!



Factors:



Following Cholera and the Great Stink, the government took a much more active 
role in Public Health. Laissez Faire was dead!  (Partly due to the fact more men 
were voting and so needed to be appealed to, but mainly because they had no 
choice). 

Edwin Chadwick:

In 1842 Chadwick researched and published a report on the ”sanitary conditions 
of the labouring classes” (poor). He showed the people living in poor filthy 
conditions were more likely to get ill and die than those living in the country side. 
He campaigned for boards of health to be set up  who would be responsible for 
clean water and disposing of sewage. Nothing was really done with this work until 
much later following the Cholera epidemics and Great Stink.

• Sewers were built in 1865 (complete in 1875) by Joseph Bazzalgette
• Slums were destroyed in Birmingham
• In Leeds, the courts prevented sewage from being drained into the rivers.
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The government then introduced a 2nd Public Health Act in 1875.

They also checked the quality of food in the 
shops for example, in a bakers, as some bakers 
mixed chalk into the flour to make it whiter.

The government had taken solid steps to 
prevent the spread of disease – and it worked. 
The last Cholera outbreak was in 1866-67 and 
had a lower mortality rate.



Checkpoint:

Strengthen

S1: When were the four cholera epidemics in Britain?
S2: Describe the actions that John Snow took to prove that Cholera was a waterborne disease
S3: What event finally forced the British Government to take action on Cholera?

Challenge

C1: Explain why Snow’s theory was not widely accepted when he published it.
C2: Attitudes in society were changing during this period and people were recognising the link between dirt and 
disease. How do you know? 


