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The Manchester Guardian reports on 23rd August 1878 that: 

An enquiry was held yesterday morning at the Town Hall, in the city, before Mr J Smith, C E Local Government 

Board Inspector, relative to the application of the City Council to the Local Government Board for the sanction to 

borrow £50,000 for the purposes of the Baths and Wash-Houses Acts. 

The article goes into more detail as to who was at the meeting and what 

the resolutions were but the point for us is this: why did it take thirty years 

for Manchester Corporation to start building baths and wash-houses 

when public health legislation, including legislation for baths and wash-

houses, had been in place since the 1840s? We know that there were 

baths and wash-houses in the city before the 1870s, so who built them, 

why, and what do we know about them? 

I will start with why these early baths and wash-houses were built and 

then go back to answering why it took so long for the Corporation to get involved in providing 

a service we now take for granted. In order to understand why the baths and wash-houses 

were built, we need to understand the physical situation in the working class areas of 

Manchester in the 1830s and 40s. This is also where the evils of dirt and the value of 

cleanliness come in. 

What was life like in Manchester in the 1840s? 

Physical environment 

This picture of Ancoats is from a later time but serves to 

illustrate the point quite well.  
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I'll start with the impression of a French man, M. Faucher, who visited Manchester in 1844 

and wrote his impressions up in a book. He writes: 

Manchester, which holds under its sway these industrial agglomerations, is itself an agglomeration the most 

extraordinary, the most interesting, and in some respects, the most monstrous, which the progress of society has 

presented. The first impression is far from favourable. Its position is devoid of picturesque relief, and the horizon 

of clearness. Amid the fogs which exhale from its marshy district, and the clouds of smoke vomited forth from the 

numberless chimneys, Labour presents a mysterious activity, somewhat akin to the subterraneous actions of a 

volcano. There are no great boulevards or heights to aid the eye in measuring the vast extend of surface which it 

occupies. It is distinguished neither by those contrasting features which mark the cities of the middle ages, nor by 

that regularity which characterizes the capitals of recent formation. All the houses, all the streets, resemble each 

other; and yet this uniformity is in the midst of confusion. 

On closer examination, however, a certain approximation to order is apparent. Manchester is situated at the 

confluence of a little river the Irwell, swollen by the waters of the Irk, and of a brook called the Medlock. The Irwell 

separates Manchester from its principal suburb the old town which has given its name to the ‘Hundred of Salford’. 

On the left bank of the river is another suburb, Chorlton-upon-Medlock, which in 1801 numbered only 675 

inhabitants, and which now contains 30,000. The manufactories and machine shops form, as it were, a girdle 

around the town, and follow the courses of the streams. Factories, seven stories in height, rear their lofty fronts 

along the banks of the Irwell, long the borders of the canals, which, penetrating into the town, form and interior 

navigation. The waters of the Irk, black and fetid as they are, supply numerous tanneries and dye-works; those of 

the Medlock supply calico-printing establishments, machine shops, and foundries. 

Friedrich Engels visited Manchester in the same year and wrote his famous book The 

Condition of the Working Class of England while he was here. In this short extract he 

describes the area around Ducie Bridge, which is above the Irk and does not exist anymore. 

The area Engels is talking about is in the new NOMA area around Corporation Street, and 

near Victoria Station. He says: 

Above Ducie Bridge, the left bank grows more flat and 

the right bank steeper, but the condition of the dwellings 

on both banks grows worse rather than better. Whoever 

turns to the left here from the main street, Long Millgate, 

is lost; he wanders from one court to another, turns 

countless corners, passes nothing but narrow, filthy 

nooks and alleys, until after a few minutes he has lost all 

clue, and knows not whither to turn. Everywhere half or 

wholly ruined buildings, some of them actually 

uninhabited, which means a great deal here; rarely a 

wooden or stone floor to be seen in the houses, almost 

uniformly broken, ill-fitting windows and doors, and a 

state of filth! Everywhere heaps of debris, refuse, and 

offal; standing pools for gutters, and a stench which 

alone would make it impossible for a human being in any 

degree civilized to live in such a district. 

I have a couple of pictures of Long Millgate from 

around this time to illustrate Engels' point.  

As you can see, Long Millgate is quite a ‘posh 

street’, it looks relatively paved and has a visible 

pavement but the front of the buildings hide a 

multitude of horrible conditions [picture] as you can see in this picture of Gibraltar. 
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People would live in buildings like this.  

Engels' description gets worse but you get the general impression of what Manchester city 

centre was like. You can't tell from the illustrations but these ordinary streets would be 

covered in mud and refuse because most would not be paved and there was hardly any 

drainage or sewage. Most people lived in slum conditions in the city centre round the 

factories and warehouses while the more affluent people moved out to the suburbs and did 

not come into contact with the working classes very much, if at all. The fact that most 

working class people had very limited access to fresh water or privies would be hidden 

behind the beautiful shop front of a posh street which would take the merchants from their 

homes straight to the marketplace and back. 

All in all, the physical conditions of Manchester in the 1830s and 40s was what we have 

come to expect from period films and novels only worse on a scale that is not usually 

portrayed because it is just too horrible. I read some accounts of missionaries visiting slums 

which were so upsetting that I still thought about them for days after. The point is that baths 

and wash-houses were only a small part of the amelioration of the conditions of the 

labouring classes. One reason why things were so dire in the 1830s and 40s was the 

unprecedented massive influx of city migrants who were moving to the city for work - so 

many in fact, that the new municipal administration was completely overwhelmed. But we will 

come back to that.  

Rapid immigration  

Manchester and its surrounding 

environs grew rapidly at the end of 

the 18th and the start of the 19th 

centuries. Manchester's population 

grew from 43,000 in 1788 to 

75,000 in 1801 and to roughly 

300,000 in 1851. Another way of 

looking at these numbers is to 

compare them to the rapid growth 

of warehouses around the same 

time. There were 126 warehouses 

in Manchester in 1820 and not 
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even ten years later, in 1829, there were over 1,000. Industry was absorbing migrants from 

the surrounding areas as well as from Ireland.  

Factories like this one [picture], a twist factory on Oxford Street, were built at an alarming 

rate, as was housing to accommodate all the workers needed to keep the factories running 

24 hours a day. 

There is some argument about amongst historians as to why the workers came to the city 

when it was so dirty and crowded as we have already heard. Economic historian Jeffrey 

Williamson (1990) makes the case that workers went where jobs were, especially when they 

came from the countryside where things were either equally bad or worse than in the cities. 

There is evidence that city wages were higher, in part to compensate workers for living in an 

ugly, crowded, and unhealthy environment. 

There is evidence that crowding was a result of 

workers wanting to save on rent which was very 

high in the city because there was a lack of 

space to build houses on. That is one of the 

reasons why whole families would live in one 

room initially but during the economic depression 

of 1837-42, that became much worse when other 

family members would move in and some health 

inspectors would find more than a dozen people 

in a cellar dwelling with hardly any possessions 

between them. This is an illustration from 1838 

and I have to say that this, just like the drawing 

of the road earlier, does not quite accurately portray the situation [picture].  

Many of the inhabitants' possessions, including their clothes, would be in pawn shops - 

pawned for money for food. They might get them out again when they received their poor 

relief but it was unlikely. Often, workers would only be employed a few days a week, which 

even with higher wages would not be enough to live on, especially because the Corn Laws 

created an artificially high price for food. We know the details of what life in some of the 

working class districts of Manchester was like because we have reports from the Poor Law 

Commissioners as well as missionaries who are delivering the relief to the poor. I'll just give 

you an impression from a 1842 report by Joseph Adshead. He says: 

The above ground habitations of the indigent poor are little better than the cellars, except in the matter of 

situation. Nothing in the shape of the meanest comforts of life are visible in them. Decent furniture there is none,- 

bricks, logs of wood, and other contrivances were being frequently used as substitutes for tables and chairs, 

while the bag of shavings or litter of straw is laid in some corner, to be occupied nightly by its miserable tenants, 

with all its accumulation of impurities inevitably resulting from the condition and habits of the latter. 

And not always are these abodes of squalor and poverty, whether cellars or ground-floor habitations, occupied by 

members of one family alone. Frequently, different families occupy opposite corners of the same room, the sexes 

being no further separated than by a few feet of space which lie between their beds of straw. This state of things 

has come under my observation repeatedly, in visiting the habitations of the poor. Six or eight persons have I 

witnessed inhabiting a damp cellar, males and females congregated together, with a line hung along the hovel for 

the use of the inmates, upon which were suspended, indiscriminately, their torn and dirty apparel; with other 

scenes of a nature too disgusting for recital.  

Make of that what you will. 
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Health Consequences 

There are many health consequences of living in a dirty, crowded early industrial city, 

depending on ‘who you are’ and ‘where you are’ on the social stratum. There was the 

obvious general lack of hygiene, and to us appalling working conditions, the comparatively 

bad food being consumed, and of course the very high child mortality. If you did survive 

childhood in Manchester, and you were of the working classes, your average life expectancy 

would be about 16.  

However, I'm focussing here on the same things that the sanitary reformers focussed on, 

which is the combating of contagious, water-borne disease, especially cholera and typhoid, 

because they are not easily contained. Water-borne disease was more likely to reach the 

affluent districts of towns and if you want to be cynical about it, you could very easily say that 

this was a main motivation of the early sanitary reformers; this rather than a genuine wish to 

better the lot of their fellow man.  

Edwin Chadwick [picture] and his 1842 Report on the Sanitary Conditions 

of the Labouring Population of Great Britain focussed on drainage, 

sewage, and water supply. He reports to have distributed 2,000 copies of 

the abridged version all over the country and thus highlighted the sanitary 

problem to the middle-classes who had until then mostly not been aware 

of the conditions of the working classes and the poor in their cities. The 

Report is very much focussed on changing legislation to deal with 

sanitation. 

Cholera swept through Britain in the late 1840s for the second time and it caused panic 

because it was not understood how the disease spread. Typhoid and influenza were also 

major killers and again, beyond anecdotal evidence and a possible causation between dirty 

water and disease, not much was known about disease transmission. All of this would come 

later in the century but for now the focus would be on trying to provide people with clean 

water and deal with waste water. Chadwick's Report did, however, not have immediate 

consequences for most cities, including Manchester, even with the 1848 Public Health Act 

following its publication and recommendations. 

Why did the baths come into existence the way they did? 

Introduction 

We have now come to the point where I will talk about baths and wash-houses. The public 

health agitation had, like I said, focussed on the removal of water borne diseases which 

meant that local authorities were being lobbied to do something about the appalling state of 

things. Manchester became incorporated in 1838 and covered a relatively small area 

compared to the city today. For example, Rusholme and Moss Side were not part of the city. 

I have a map of the area here.  
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You can see that the 1838 dimensions are somewhat 

small compared to even 1901. This had an impact on how 

the city was run and administered over this period. 

For most of the period we are concerned with today, 

public affairs were administered by local committees, 

including the affairs of public health. The problem was 

that both local and national legislation did not give 

inspectors and committees enough powers to really affect 

change in the rapidly growing city. This was part of the 

reason the Public Health Act of 1848 had so little 

immediate impact.  

Public Health Administration 

The first Industrial Revolution created a public health 

problem because of its unprecedented population 

increase, rapid industrialisation and urbanisation. This 

new situation required state involvement in public health 

in a way that had never been seen before. To be fair to 

them the early Victorians had no idea what the scale of 

the problem was until it had been investigated in detail and then the question as to what to 

do about it all divided opinions for a long time. Don't forget that this is a time in which any 

state involvement in the affairs of people would be viewed with extreme prejudice, not only 

because Free Trade was king but also because the role of the state was changing rapidly 

and it became more and more involved in people's lives. Public health administration is only 

a part of that process which also includes the administration of justice and of labour. 

The Public Health Act of 1848 established Public Health Authorities throughout the UK. The 

problem with the Act was its permissive and makeshift nature which counterbalanced any 

merit it may have had. Historian Eric Midwinter (1969 p.79-80) argues: 

With local initiative practically the only lever, many areas [of Lancashire] remained completely unaffected by any 

action. The New Poor Law and the New Police covered Lancashire throughout, whilst Public Health Reform was 

at best haphazard and slow.  

The 1848 Act would become compulsory only when a Board of Health was established in a 

borough. In order to establish a Board of Health, one tenth of the ratepayers were required 

to petition for the creation of a Board of Health in their locality. Where the mortality rate 

exceeded an average of 23 per 1,000 over the preceding seven years, the creation of a 

Board was compulsory. The Boards were obliged to appoint a surveyor, maintain the streets, 

construct and maintain sewers and inspect properties so that owners and occupiers clean, 

drain, and provide water in their properties. 

Manchester did not establish a Board of Health. "Manchester and Liverpool were in the 

forefront of those towns who made private statutory arrangements concerning public health" 

(Midwinter 1969 p. 84). This is where the Manchester Police Regulation Act on 1844 comes 

in which required house-owners to provide a 'fit and proper privy,' only to be emptied and 

cleared 'as the Council may think fit'. You can see how this legislation lacked a certain bite, 

especially because the enforcement of this legislation was far from water-tight. Yet, despite a 
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slew of bye-laws and local Acts, Manchester did not have a a Medical Officer of Health until 

1868. There is also the small matter of local pride. Midwinter (1969 p. 96) again: 

The major towns were happy to proffer evidence to governmental commissions [...]. [ ...] but otherwise 

Manchester's alarm at centralisation Heron, Manchester's Town Clerk, lead a deputation in 1848 to explain to 

Lord Morpeth the Corporation's hostility to the Public Health Act - was fairly characteristic of the Lancashire 

Councils and Commissions. They were suspicious of bureaucratic interference and inspection and they doubtless 

felt, with some justification, their efforts were sufficiently effective. 

This hotchpotch situation stayed like this until the Public Health Act 1872 which finally 

consolidated and completed national control and administration of public health. This is part 

of the reason why Manchester Corporation only started building and running public baths 

and wash-houses after 1876. 

Manchester Corporation, however, was working on was a proper supply of water to the city. 

The 1847 Manchester Corporation Waterworks Act began the huge Longdendale reservoir 

scheme which is shown in profile in this picture. It was completed in 1862 and supplies water 

to Manchester to this day. The Corporation had to use the profits of the gas works to pay for 

this enormous endeavour and it took a lot of haggling with other municipalities to finish the 

works. 

 

Additionally, insofar as the municipal authority is concerned, public health was not a direct 

priority at this time. Commercial reasons were primary for those lobbying for incorporation 

and those in power once Manchester was incorporated. Well-lit, well-made streets, a 

functioning rail service as well as a spacious market hall were more important to local 

tradesmen and business people than reliable water supply. 

The same is true when it comes to baths and wash-houses. The municipal corporation either 

had no interest in or no capacity to provide baths and wash-houses despite the Baths and 

Wash-Houses Acts 1846/7 which encouraged the voluntary establishment of baths and 

wash-houses. So it was up to local individuals to try and improve the situation of the working 

classes through the provision of bathing and washing facilities. 

The first such establishment was opened on 9th September 1846 (almost exactly 170 years 

ago) on Miller Street in New Cross by a private baths and wash-houses committee. There is 

a map detail of where it was here [picture]. This was an experimental establishment in that 

the committee found a house and converted it into a bath house rather than purpose building 



8 
 

it. We don't have a picture of this bath house but I can read you some of what the committee 

announced to the public about the opening. 

The Committee for the establishment of Baths and Wash-Houses in Manchester have the pleasure of 

announcing to those interested in the amelioration of the physical and social condition of the labouring classes, 

that the premises on Miller-street are now open for the use of the people. During the week which has elapsed 

since the opening of the establishment, great numbers have availed themselves of the advantages afforded, and 

there is every prospect of extensive usefulness. 

There are 18 Baths, each in a separate compartment, and quite private, fitted up with a seat, hooks for clothes, a 

looking glass, and taps by which hot and cold water may be turned on at pleasure. The charge for each bath is 

two pence, inclusive of a towel. Of these baths six on the first floor are appropriated exclusively for females, and 

twelve on the second floor for males; and they have separate entrances and waiting rooms. There is also one 

bath with rather superior fittings, for the use of which sixpence is charged. 

It is no coincidence that these provisions are what is recommended in the Baths and Wash-

Houses Act: two different kinds of baths, depending on your social status with an additional 

separation of the sexes. The fittings would have been quite simple but luxurious to someone 

who has no access to running water except from a tap in the street. 

Miller Street, as well as the 

four public baths that would 

follow in Manchester in the 

next thirty years, was 

primarily run as a business 

despite the frequent rhetoric 

about the greater good for 

the people. Miller Street 

raised funds for its opening 

through subscriptions and 

through the holding of a 

fancy dress ball. Some 

members of the committee 

were continually campaigning for more subscriptions as the establishment was not solvent 

for quite some time despite being very popular. It can be said that all these early 

establishments plunged their committees into huge amounts of debt because there were so 

many unexpected engineering factors that were not planned for when the building was first 

commissioned. 

One thing that is interesting about the Miller Street Baths is that it was opened a few years 

before Manchester was properly connected to the water grid. They got their water from local 

springs which were unreliable. So the water for the warm baths came from cisterns which 

could only be filled a couple of times a day when the water level was high enough. I would 

imagine that this situation would be similar for springs and taps across the city. So Miller 

Street was missing out on a lot of business because of this unreliable water supply. The 

committee set about getting bigger cisterns almost immediately after opening. 

The next public baths and wash-house was opened on 1st July 1850 on Sycamore Street on 

the Heywood estate in Miles Platting which had been established by local banker Benjamin 

Heywood to alleviate the suffering of the fate of the rapidly disappearing profession of the 

hand-loom weavers who were living in dire poverty in the area. Because this was the first 

Location of Miller Street Baths 



9 
 

purpose-built establishment in Manchester, David Winstanley, the manager of the Heywood 

estate, wrote to Samuel Robinson in London to enquire about some details of the baths and 

wash-houses there. The model baths and wash-house was being built at the time on 

Goulston Square and the chief engineer, P.P. Baly, worked on the distribution of model 

plans for baths for different budgets. (There are some example pages of these plans are 

shown).  

 

 

What this shows is that knowledge transfer when it came to engineering projects was crucial 

even then. 

The Sycamore Street baths were very popular as well, especially because they had 

something that Miller Street was lacking: a plunge pool. This pool was quite small compared 

to what we are used to, 9 yards by 6 yards - so about 8 metres by 5 and a half metres - but it 

was enormously popular. It held about 10,000 gallons of water. For reference, the 25 m pool 

we are used to holds about twice as much.  

This is a picture of the plunge pool of Mayfield Baths, built a few years later.  
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Interior of Mayfield Baths 

Sycamore Street was neither this big nor this fancy, I think but you get the idea. You could 

use the plunge pool for 2 pence all day long and many people did just that, given the 

chance. E.T. Bellhouse of the Manchester Statistical Society reports in 1854, four years after 

the baths were opened: 

The plunge bath is in great request; and it was a treat to me, on a recent visit to the establishment, to witness the 

frolicsome gambols of a number of youths indulging in the luxury of the tepid bath;- I could not but feel the 

importance of affording ample means for the enjoyment of this innocent and healthful amusement, and how 

desirable it was that such pleasures should take the place of dog fights, "up-and-down" fights, and drinking bouts, 

amongst our working classes. 

Bellhouse here voices a typically Victorian attitude to both bathing and what would around 

that time become swimming as we understand it today. The pleasures of playing in the 

plunge pool were very popular among the young and we have later reports of this being 

turned into a sport where richer men would come and stand near the pool, toss a few coins 

in and watch the boys diving for them. Apparently this was a popular way to spending a few 

hours. Another thing that we know is that boys would take to begging outside for the two 

pence they needed to get in to spend the day in the water. We know this because the baths 

put up notices forbidding the practice. It is no surprise, then, that at this time swimming as a 

sport became popular and that every baths and wash-house built from this time on would 

have what we now call a swimming pool in it. 

There are other things to be taken away from what Bellhouse was saying. One question for 

me is: what were the materials used for the plunge pools? Was it cast iron with tiles? Was 

there wood involved? This would have an impact on the water temperature as well as on 

how well the pool would hold its water which in turn would affect how much it would cost to 

run. Sycamore Street Baths, just like Miller Street Baths did not pay their way and were only 

in operation for a few years. 

Miller Street Baths were taken over by the newly formed Manchester and Salford Baths and 

Laundries Company in 1862 and closed not long after. Sycamore Street Baths were also 

taken over by this Company in 1864 and closed five years later. There have been other 

public baths in Miles Platting but this particular building was pulled down after 1869. 

After these two experimental establishments, some of the local philanthropists got together 

to form the Manchester and Salford Baths and Laundries Company in 1855. Manchester 
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Corporation was not building baths and wash-houses, instead focussing on improving and 

paving roads, building sewers, completing the Longdendale reservoir project as well as the 

establishment of markets, public parks, and the erection of a goal. Given this situation 

private finance had to step in. The Baths and Laundries Company followed a shareholders 

model for finance and sold 7,000 shares of £5 before building its first establishment on 

Collier Street in Greengate in Salford in 1856 followed by Mayfield Baths on New Store 

Street in 1857 and Leaf Street Baths in Hulme in 1860. 

 
Greengate Baths 

 
Mayfield Baths 

 
Leaf Street Baths 

 

AII three of these establishments had a number of slipper baths, more than one plunge pool, 

which were now big enough to properly swim in, and laundry facilities. Leaf Street Baths 

even had a Turkish Baths, very similar to the one we are in now. All of these establishments 

were very popular and in demand when they were open. This did not stop the fact that the 

Manchester and Salford Baths and Laundries Company was struggling to keep afloat. 

Running baths and swimming pools was expensive even then and the increasing price of 

coal as well as the fact that their clientele was often poor did not help matters. What is also 

important to remember is that during this time, the 1860s, the Cotton Famine was happening 

because of the American Civil War and many people in the industrial North were 

unemployed and could not afford to bathe.  

Public Finance 

But the working classes were not the only ones with 

money problems at this time. I have talked quite a lot 

about finance at this time already and I just wanted to 

explain how big infrastructure projects were paid for 

at this time. 

Remember that Manchester did not have a Board of 

Health and as such could not loan money from 

Central Government for sanitary reform. Also keep in 

mind that municipal governance was a new thing and 

that the amounts of money involved in infrastructure projects horrified the rate payers. So 

how did it work? Decisions were made in the old town hall on King Street [picture]. In any 

city, property owners had to pay rates, or taxes. These were based on the nominal rent 

value of the property. Now, in the industrial North this would be a rich minority of people who 

were usually business owners, bankers, merchants, lawyers, and so on. These rates were 

the only income Manchester Corporation had at this time. Rates could be levied for specific 

purposes but it would be the same people who would pay. Rates would also depend on 

locality and have to been seen in context of other forms of taxation, e.g. the Poor Rate.  

Manchester Old Town Hall King Street 
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If, therefore, 1858 saw precious little betterment in social conditions in Lancashire, then the financial aspect must 

be considered as a intrinsic feature of such slow progress. 

Manchester's tremendous Longdendale scheme incurred borrowing from the Public Works Loans Commissioners 

on £650,000 [ ...]. Scavenging in Manchester in 1849 produced a loss of £4,000, despite strenuous attempts to 

meet the expenditure by the sale of sewage for agricultural purposes. (Midwinter 1969 p. 114) 

The only reason the Longdendale scheme succeeded at all was because the Corporation 

could use the profits from the gas works to subsidise this massive project. Rate payers were 

wary to pay for improvement project which might spiral in cost. And because there rate 

payers were also the people who made decisions in the Council, many of the projects were 

not realised.  

Manchester is not unusual in this situation. In the mid-19th century there was a serious 

underinvestment in cities full stop. There is still debate amongst economic historians as to 

why this happened and which factors dominated but the three main ones are: there was low 

investment because public health technologies were primitive, or because there was a 

capital market failure, or because there was a public sector failure. All of these are equally 

plausible and I won't go into them in detail now but it is important to remember that public 

baths and wash-houses existed in this complicated context. The main question seems to be: 

who would have gained from sanitary reform and who would have paid for it? 

The only reason sanitary reformers could sell sanitary reform to the policy makers and 

investors at the time, was to say; that it would be worth it financially. Edwin Chadwick's 

argument was that sickness and death are loss-making and there are a number of 

calculations of how much money and early death is losing the market in the 1842 Sanitary 

Report, the 1844 & 45 Reports of the Parliamentary Commissions of Inquiry into the State of 

Large Towns and Populous Districts as well as the Registrar General's Annual Reports, from 

1838 onwards. There are three kinds of financial arguments for sanitary reform, that is, for 

investment into drains, sewers, and water supplies: sanitary reform would be worth it to the 

rich, sanitary reform would be worth it to the poor, and sanitary reform would be worth it to 

the city and the nation. In these, there are a number of detailed arguments but let's suffice to 

say here that the 1842 Sanitary Report concludes that the saving in human life would be 

worth the cost of sanitary investment. 

So why did the early sanitary reform movement fail, and why did Manchester not build 

municipal baths and wash-houses before 1876? The answers to this question are two-fold 

and related. One is concerned with capital market failure, and one is concerned with public 

sector failure. Basically; "most cities in England found it difficult, if not impossible to secure 

long-term finance for social overhead investments", (Williamson 1990 p. 295). Social 

overhead investment is investment in basic services required in the production of virtually all 

commodities. In its most narrow sense the term refers to transportation, communication, and 

power facilities. So local governments could not secure the funds required to make 

significant inroads into improving sanitary conditions until after the middle of the century. 

There is debate amongst historians as to exactly why this happened. 

The other factor, public sector failure is easier to argue. We know that even ten years after 

the introduction of the 1848 Public Health Act, there was chaos in Lancashire regarding the 

administrative authorities, the rates, and, most importantly, chaos with regards to areas. The 

whole of Lancashire had failed to measure up to the schedules laid down by Central 
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Government legislation. Permissive legislation granted, but legislation nonetheless. Part of 

this failure is the fact that municipal franchise was based on rateable values and thus the 

electorate was extremely narrow. There were very few people who could vote for members 

of the town council and thus influence sanitary-investment decisions. Many of these people 

were shopkeepers, manufacturers, gentlemen, merchants, farmers, and builders. "Most of 

these, especially shopkeepers and polluting manufacturers, stood to gain from low rates and 

this was the main source of town revenues" (Williamson 1990 p. 297). These people did not 

want to pay for things that would no benefit them directly. The public sector failure is thus an 

unfair tax system which was only starting to change in the 1860s so that by the time the 

Public Health Acts 1872 & 1875 were passed, the situation was much better and it was 

much easier for municipal governments to secure funds and administer large-scale 

infrastructure projects. In Manchester during the 1840s and 50s, bathing and washing was in 

private hands, as I said, but the sanitary reformers were active in the city as well which 

brings me to my last section today: The Evils of Dirt and the Values of Cleanliness [picture]. 

Cleanliness is next to Godliness 

Let us listen to a few voices from this time and what they have to say about dirt: 

E.T. Bellhouse writes in 1877: 

Mr John Leigh, MRCS, of Manchester, thinks that if the home and the person be clean, the mind rises to an 

improved condition. "Cleanliness," writes Mr Leigh, "produces self-respect; with purer air and clean surroundings, 

the mind is less depressed, and seeks less the excitement of drink. I should expect that greater temperance on 

greater cleanliness - that higher mental cultivation would be sought, and that improvement in physical and 

sanitary condition, however slow, which it must always be, whatever social measures are adopted, would 

inevitably attend the fulfilment of the benevolent object in view. 

P.P. Baly, the engineer of the model baths in London writes in 1852: 

The physical condition of man is influenced by the circumstance of cleanliness of their dwellings, in their persons, 

and apparel [ ...]. To improve the physical and moral condition of those classes of the community which form the 

great basis of society, and upon the condition of which depends the safety and well-being of the whole 

superstructure, must be an object of primary importance to he statesman as well as the philanthropist; and it is 

not assuming too much to assert that cleanliness of person and apparel are means essentially conducive to 

those important results. Cleanliness is the natural companion to order, and they are both handmaids of religion. 

1853 finds the establishment of the Manchester and Salford Sanitary Association, the title of 

one of whose public lectures I pinched for today. This Association was set up with some of 

these objects (there are over 30 in total): 

1. To promote attention to Temperance, Personal and Domestic Cleanliness, and to the laws of health generally; 

2. Familiar and well-illustrated lectures given in schoolrooms and elsewhere. 

3. The distribution of short tracts, written in plain language, and given or lent to the poor by the clergy and other 

ministers of religion, school teachers, and the various agents of societies employed in district visiting. 

In its first address to the working classes, the Association makes its rather paternalistic 

attitude clear: 

You are no doubt aware that you are living in a town which is generally considered unhealthy, and it will be our 

aim, in this and future addresses, to show you why it is so, and to point out what are the remedies to be applied. 

You must therefore give us your best attention, and recollect that it is for your special good. It is not forced upon 

you, but offered you in the spirit of kindness. 
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A you can hear, the thinking around cleanliness and dirt was very much connected to ideas 

of morality, station, and function in society. It can be argued that much of the sanitary reform 

movement in the Victorian era was about shaping the working classes into clean, healthy, 

controllable subjects who would do their part in the big machine that was the British Empire. 

Clean and moral cogs for the Empire, not dirty, degenerate cogs which bring production 

down with sickness, drunkenness, and death. This close association of cleanliness, 

temperance, and morality can be found in all the sanitary reform texts from this time - it 

appears completely linked in the Victorian mind that people who are dirty on the outside 

drink, gamble, play dangerous sports and do not contribute to society, whereas a clean 

person does not drink, gamble, plays 'proper' sports, goes to church and contributes to 

society. I'll show you some posters for the Sanitary Association lectures to illustrate this 

point. Naturally, providing baths and wash-houses to the people would create these clean 

and self-respecting subjects who would go swimming and bathing rather than to the pub. 

Some even suggested a direct link between cleanliness and spirituality. Minister G. 

Dickinson from Edinburgh wrote: 

God is to be worshipped with outward revenance as well as with inward devotion, with clean bodies and clean 

hearts. Therefore, the man who is careless in his outward demeanours is not rendering acceptable worship to 

God. There is a reciprocal influence between our bodies and our spiritual faculties. 

Much emphasis is thus put on the self-governing person to clean and thus help ‘themselves’. 

This is a sentiment which is mirrored whenever social reformers speak about the poor rate. 

Much like today, they saw a class of people receiving this state money as deserving and 

worthy and another as undeserving and unworthy. The discussions around ‘cleanliness and 

godliness’ was the same: clean people work, and dirty people depend on the state, and thus 

do not play their part in the social machinery. 

We can obviously see that there was a greater pattern to this Victorian civic pride: pride in 

achievements, self-governance both of a place and a person, and self-reliance. Baths and 

wash-houses and the general sanitary movement were only a part of this and we should not 

take them out of the context of a more generalised move toward social improvement and 

social control as a result. Remember that in the 1830s the Manchester City Police had only 

just been set up as a way of administering and policing the rapidly growing town. Any means 

of influencing this great mass of people for the better was desirable. Baths and wash-houses 

in this sense are in the same category as public libraries, free schools, and Mechanics' 

Institutes. 

The other thing connected with public baths especially is that they instil in a person who may 

have none in any other sphere of their lives, a sense of privacy. Now I don't know about you 

but I enjoy having baths and this was something at odds with the Victorian moral code, 

especially towards the latter half of the century. In a Victorian bath tub, you were meant to 

wash and to only wash which would ensure that the body would attain its optimum level of 

functioning (Crook 2006). Washing of the body was to instil a greater sense of moral 

purpose and character whilst recognising the materiality of the self, especially through the 

skin. The expert all-over washing of the body required moral and physical competence: 

remember, you are not there to enjoy yourself. In practical terms this meant that there was 

only ever enough water for washing, not for bathing as we understand it today. No matter the 

social class, only half an hour was allowed for a bath unless you could afford to pay for 

another half an hour. 
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Conclusion 

As we have seen, early public baths and wash-houses give an insight into what live was like 

in Manchester in the 1830s and 40s, how the town was financed and administered and what 

role legislation played in the early sanitary reform movement. I would like to end with a quote 

from E.T. Bellhouse who speaks in 1877 about his hopes for the future. He says: 

I feel confident that the useful work which the Corporation of Manchester has at length taken in hand will be 

carried out with enlightened zeal and energy and also that the neighbouring borough of Salford will shortly adopt 

the system in similar spirit. A worthy arrangement and development of Public Baths and Wash-Houses under 

corporate control will be an incalculable boon to the community. The known results in London, Birmingham, 

Liverpool, and other large towns, with the experience of Manchester itself under very adverse circumstances, all 

point in this direction. Our vast masses of population, crowded in small dwellings, and densely packed in narrow 

streets and alleys, need all the advantages that can be secured in the way of sanitary improvement. 


