
MANCHESTER SLUMS 


Throughout the 1700’s, Manchester was little more than a small 
market town, the population little exceeding 10,000 souls for the first 
part of the century, however, a population of around 89,000 by the 
turn of the nineteenth century. By 1821, the population had doubled, 
and by 1851 census, it had doubled again to around 400,000 
residents. For a short period, it was the second largest city in the 
United Kingdom, though by 1901, where approximately 700,000 were 
resident in Manchester, it lay third to London (which was larger than 
New York and Paris, the second and third largest cities in the world 
combined) and Glasgow, which had grown to the Second City of the 
Empire. The consistent growth in population was due mainly to the 
massive expansion of the cotton industry, of which Manchester was 
the centre. As jobs in the rural areas became either harder to find, or 
the security of a job in an urban factory was seen as preferable, many 
of the rural young migrated to the city itself, ensuring for them, higher 
wages and a regular income (both of which allowed for more children 
in families surviving) and for the factories a regular supply of workers, 
including said children. The conditions in the mills were, however, 
often extreme and the concept of child welfare was to a great extent 
ignored other than by certain Quaker and Evangelical factory mill 
owners. The occasional slack periods of the rural life due to a reliance 
on the weather and the length of the day, or seasonal changes when 
little was to be done were irrelevant in the mills - the owners expected 
their machinery to be operated all the time as higher production meant 
higher profits for investors. Slacking off was most certainly not 
permitted, and even illness was viewed with suspicion.

The mills and factories supplied many other job opportunities - 
machinery was maintained, warehouses were organised, shipping of  
raw cotton to the factories and the cotton fabric out to the purchasers 
were directly tied in with the factories. Massive and rapid construction 
projects to provide housing for the burgeoning populace as well as the 
factories themselves - bakers, butcher, ironmongers, clothiers were all 
necessary for the functioning of familial daily life where the whole 
family was working in the mills. The constant demand for labour 
meant that the abject poverty of the countryside was seemingly 
becoming a thing of the past as regular employment all year round as 
opposed to seasonal labour was becoming the norm. This was perfect 
unless there was a drop in demand for cotton fabric or, as happened 

during the American Civil War, the supplies of raw cotton dried up 
completely to all intents and purposes through Unionist blockades of 
the Confederate ports.

Nevertheless, the influx of people continued through the nineteenth 
and early twentieth centuries. The main requirement was housing. The 
idea of urban planning as we understand it was something very new - 
cities had, in general, grown in an organic way and over time. The 
sudden, massive growth in the numbers of inhabitants in London, 
Glasgow, Manchester, Sheffield, Birmingham inter alia led to an 
identical outcome in all the main metropolises - the throwing up of 
poorly constructed, cramped housing to match the ability of the 
newcomers (and indeed often Koldcomers) to pay. These houses were 
owned by absentee landlords in general, landlords who would never 
visit their properties and had no interest in the actual welfare of their 
tenants other than that they were able to pay their rents. Clean water 
and the removal of sewerage and effluent was completely inadequate 
and was never able to cope with the ever growing amounts required 
(potable water) and removed (effluent). Most of these houses relied on 
external water pumps and external toilets (sometimes one per group 
of houses!) until the start of the twentieth century. Over 1831-32, 
Manchester was hit by an extremely bad outbreak of cholera, caused 
when faecal matter contaminates drinking water. This was another 
common in all the major metropolises as the slum areas swelled at an 
almost exponential rate.

Many writers of the middle decades of the nineteenth century, such as 
Dickens, Gaskell, and even Disraeli, commented on the ever 
worsening situations as the slums expanded - and the concomitant 
problems grew with them. Coketown in Dickens’ Hard Times was 
inspired by the mills and factories and their workers’ situations in 
Manchester, it is believed. His descriptions are like our images of Hell 
- chimneys constantly pumping out sooty smoke, the blackened 
buildings so uniform, it is almost impossible to distinguish one street 
from another, and the constant reek of the sulphurous coal smoke that 
hung in the air, choking and poisoning those who were unable to 
escape the pollution and drudgery. Friedrich Engels, (The Condition of 
the Working-Class in England in 1844 (London, 1892), p. 53) stated 
that Manchester was “filth, ruin, and uninhabitableness - Hell on 
Earth.” This most particularly referred to the area known as Angel 
Meadow.




Much as its name suggests, before the onset of industrialisation, 
Angel Meadow was an area which was the perfect bucolic idyll - it had 
fields, hills, green expanses and woodlands. By 1849, however, 
London journalist, Angus Reach described it thus:

"The lowest, most filthy, most unhealthy and most wicked locality in 
Manchester is called, singularly enough, 'Angel-meadow.' It is full of 
cellars and inhabited by prostitutes, their bullies, thieves, cadgers, 
vagrants, tramps and, in the very worst sties of filth and darkness, by 
those unhappy wretches the 'low Irish.’

Covering a mere 33 acres, and bordered by Rochdale Rd, Miller St, 
Gould St and Cheetham Hill Rd, it sat almost directly on the city 
centre, housing (if such be the term) somewhere between 20,000 and 
30,000 souls. As stated, they were mainly Irish immigrants who had 
fled the Great Famine, desperate to find employment in the mills and 
factories of the North West, as particularly Manchester. Reach, having 
visited one filthy cellar, described it:

"The place was dark, except for the glare of a small fire. You could not 
stand without stooping in the room which might be about twelve feet 
by eight. There were at least a dozen men, women and children on 
stools, or squatted on the stone floor, round the fire and the heat and 
smells were oppressive... the inmates slept huddled on the stones, or 
on masses of rags, shavings and straw which were littered about. 
There was nothing like a bedstead in the place.”

(Both quotes from Davies, A, The Gangs of Manchester)

 Again, Engels:

“Such id the Old Town of Manchester, and on re-reading my 
description, I am forced to admit that instead of being exaggerated, it 
is far from black enough to convey a true impression of the filth, ruin, 
and uninhabitableness, the defiance of all considerations of 
cleanliness, ventilation, and health which characterise the 
construction of this single district, containing at least twenty to thirty 
thousand inhabitants. And such a district exists in the heart of the 
second city of England, the first manufacturing city of the world.

If any one wishes to see in how little space a human being can move, 
how little air -- and such air! -- he can breathe, how little of civilisation 
he may share and yet live, it is only necessary to travel hither. True, 
this is the Old Town, and the people of Manchester emphasise the 
fact whenever any one mentions to them the frightful condition of this 
Hell upon Earth; but what does that prove? Everything which here 

arouses horror and indignation is of recent origin, belongs to the 
industrial epoch” (Engels, F ibid 1844)




Angel Meadow, early 1900’s


The factories:


