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Synopsis

This thesis explores the premise that during the late Victorian
and Edwardian eras there existed a significant and influential division
within the working class of England's industrial towns and cities.
This division, based largely on economic factors to do with the size
and regularity of earnings, manifested itself first in the type and
locality of residence, which in turn emphasised and reinforced the
division of the working class into an upper section of better-paid
usually more skilled and regularly—eﬁployed and a lower, poorer sect-
ion of the low-waged and casually employed. Whilst it is not sug-
gested that this produced "working classes" rather than "a working
class", 1t did, nevertheless, result in two sections among the wage-
earning class whose mermbers pursued in many significant ways quite
different ways of life. Economic differences allied to residential
segregation meant that each séétiggfdévéloped different notions of
such concepts as "rough" and "resﬁectable” and did not by any means
share beliefs as to what constituted acceptable or '"deviant" behaviour,

These and other questions are pursued by an examination of the
years from 1871 to 1914 in the Birmingham neighbourhood of llest
Sparkbrooke The chronology has been set to make possible the use of
census material and oral evidence, and the neighbourhood was chosen
because, although it was in these years mainly an arca of middle and |
upper working class housing, it had within it clearly differentiated
pockets of lower working class housing, and so makes significant comn-
‘Parisons possible,

After an examination of the growth of lWest Sparkbrook as a resi-

dential district, an analysis has been made of the institutions,

habits and behaviour of the people of the district. Documentary,



archival and oral evidence has keen called on to examine the cultural
schism in a number of exemplary arease Differences in housing, school-
ing, working and shopping have been considered, and attitudes touards
drinking, gambling and fightinge. The differing roles and responsi-
bilities within the family of men, women and children have been shown
in the different groups, as well as leisure behaviour and the role of
religion and of religious and charitable institutions in the lives of
the community. From this picture emerges a clearer idea of the limits
imposed on behaviour by the notions of "rough'" and '"respectable", and
the extent to which these notions were developed by cach group within

its specific social, economic and cultural environmente

Approximately 100,000 wordse



This thesis is dedicated to my family and to the working class

of Birmingham, especially to the city's poor.
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The Anatomx of a Working Class Neighbourhoodz West Sparkbrook
1871 to 19714

Chapter One
Poverty amidst Proqress: Social Conditions in Birmingham 1871-1914

Throughout the period under review in this chapter, the Medical
Officer of Health for Birmingham produced annual reports. The re-
‘sultant profile I have provided here of the environment in which the

poorest inhabitants of the city lived is based largely on these re-

ports.

During the nineteenth century, Birmingham grew rapidly from a
town of limited importance into a thriving, industrial city whose
wares were acknowledged throughout the world. By outstripping :I:ts
rivals to The North - Manchester, Liverpool, Sheffield and Leeds -
Birmingham became the second city of The British Isles.

"Birmingham is one of the great towns of Burope, the
capital of the Midland Shires and Emporium of the
Mechanical Art"?!

As the reputation of the town (later to become city) grew so too did
the number of its inhabitants: in 1841 this stood at 182,922; by

1871 it had grown to 342,505 and in 1901 it reached 522,204. Murther-
more, by the closing decades of the ninéteenth century, the population
of the city as determined by official boundaries could, in fact, be
reasonably augmented by the inhabitants of surrounding districts
where resided formerly Birmingham people or else those who were de-

pendent on the city for their livings.

1

The Post Office Directory of Birmingham, 1871 p1 (Printed and
Published by Kelly & Co.)



"Birmingham's population proper, including suburbs, is 5
probably greater than that of any other provincial city"".

This situation was, indeed, recognised in 1891 and 1911 when the
city extended to include such areas3.

The flight of the better-off inhabitants of Birmingham away
from the city to the healthier, rural and semi-rural districts on its
outskirts had begun at an early date in its industrial and urban
development. Nonetheless, in the middle years of the nineteenth
century it was still possible to find members of the middle-class re-
siding within the borough's boundaries, although in ever-decreasing
numbers. Increasingly, the factory owner, the small master in favour-
able circumstances, the well off shopkeeper and the members of the
professions sought the smoke free air of the agricultural areas,’
especially those to the South, which surrounded the borough. Social
division and the segregation of the classes became ever more visible
in a manner reminiscent of that observed by Engels in Manchester. As
early as 1829 it was noticed that the "naturally salubrious"4 air of
Birmingham was being affected by:

", ..the disadvantages which must result from its dense pop-

ulation, the noxious effluence of various metallic trades,

and above all the continual smoke arising from the immense.
quantity of coal consumed..."

Conditicns such as these amongst the burgeoning amount of fact-

orlesin Birmingham itself, ensured that residence in the borough

2 Report of The Medical Officer of Health of Birmingham, 1905 pé6.

3 In 1891 Balsall Heath, Harborne and Saltley became part of the city.
In 1911 Kings Norton, Yardley, Aston Manor, Handsworth and Erdingtone
Quinton had joined the city in 1909,

4
Pigot and Co's Commerical Directory of Birmingham, 1829 p.S.

S

Ibid., p>5.



would become the choice chiefly of those who could not afford to
move away and pay the higher rents demanded by landlords owning
houses in healthier areass. It was not long before the better paid,
regularly employed, skilled workers of the working class began to
follow the middle class in their desire to escape the inclement con-
ditions of life within an industrial borough. As a result, those
wards clustered around the centre of Birmingham became domlnated by
the poor, incarcerated by their poverty.

"Not only is the natural beauty of the field a commodity
as -saleable in the Birmingham market as any artificial
market - even so is the fresh air and the dappled sky.
There is nothing new in this; for fresh air and freedom
from contagion, as well as a clear sky and sweet water,
the fruits and flowers of the earth, and the sweet mini-
strations of colour are, all the world over, almost al-
ways bought by the highest bidder, and he who has no
money must be content with looking at these things as
poor children are in beholding thelr favourite toys in
shop windows"’.

This segregation of the classes according to residence (which
was greatly determined by income) -was facilitated as the century
progressed by the Introduction of trams and the suburban lines on
rallways, as well as the advent of tﬁe'bicycle. These modes of trans-

port enabled the more prosperous (including those of the working
class) to live outside the borough's limits and yet still reach their

place of work quickly, if that was within Birmingham. In contrast,
the poor could not afford transportation; they needed to live in
close proximity to the factories which provided them with what

employment was available, and these were generally situated near to

the centre of the borough.

M

6
The one district of the borough which was deviant from this rule

of the movement of the better off, was that of Edgbaston.

. 1
"The Condition of The People"™ in Our Times (1881) p.230.



"Why don't I leave? Because I can't get a house any
better near to my husband's work, or near the school the
children go to. We've got no choice. We're obliged to

take the houses we can afford...."S.
Around the central shopping area of Birmingham became gathered the

poor in their mass living in cheap, unhealthy and ill-favoured houses;
encirtling the poverty stricken inner wards were those of the upper
working class, dotted with pockets of poverty and beyond were the

middle class suburbs and the retreats of the upper class.

The population of Birmingham and its colonies in its immediate
environs was divided by occupation, income, housing, lifestyles,

prospects and ambitions.

"It is a very trite remark that one half of the world does
not know how the other half lives; the sense in which it
is usually understood being that it is the upper half which
is ignorant of the designs of the lower. It may not be
quite so hackneyed that it does not care, but it is to be

feared that both statements are equally true... We have
got to be exclusive in our manners now and do not live in
public as we used to. We are boxed off from each other

when we eat and drink, when we ride and when we see plays
and we are pewed off from each other when we pray. Each
class is thickly curtained off from the other..."’.

By the turn of the century this process of separation was so complete
and had wrought such a profound affect on the city, that its Medical

Officer of Health bemoaned that the outflow of the prosperous had left

the city to "deal with the less vigorous parts of the;population"io.

Although the main shopping centre of Birmingham was encompassed
by poverty stricken districts, the passage of those who were more

affluent through such areas to shop in the city did not engender

8 .
J. Cuming Walters: 'Scenes in Slumland, Pen Pictures of The Black
Spots in Birmingham no.1. Articles reprinted from The Birmingham
Daily Gazette March 1901.

9

Pictures of The People: Drawn by One of Themselves no.1.
Birmingham 1871. Articles from The Birmingham Morning News.

10
Report of The Medical Officer of Health of Birmingham, 1905 p6.
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social intercourse or even knowledge.

"Most pedestrians are satisfied with the mere traversing

of the principal streets of this industrial locality, dull
and prosaic enough in its most presentable thoroughfares.
They have little reason to turn up the little squalid off-
shoots of the main arteries, and a less desire to drive
down into some of those roughly paved and narrow.passages,
which ultimately broaden into a dim, square plot of ground,
round which the houses crowd as though they had as great a
struggle as the daylight to assert themselves, and were seek-
ing to pose as silent symbols of the human struggles within
their walls. Little do these ordinary passers-by know,
therefore, of the conditions prevailing within a stones
throw of them, of the unutterable squalor and the miserable

charigter of the lives led by their inhabitants. They never
seel'td,

This lack of knowledge of the living conditions of the poor, of
the bleak environment in which they lived, of their inability to
escape and of their impotence to greatly alter their position, was at
its most obvious where the poor gathered most densely apd in large
numbers. It was, nevertheless, exhibited to as great an extent wher-
ever therﬁoor crowded together, even in the midst of upper working
class disfriéfs, ss tﬁat sﬁch quéftefs Qéfé avoiaed.ﬁoth consciously
and - perhaps more insidiously~- unconsciously. Moreover, as the pop-

ulation of Birmingham grew so too was compounded the problem of its

poor.

Despite all this, the activities (and indeed existence) of groups
such as The Birmingham Political Union and The Complete Suffrage
Union, induced a belief which swamped the evidence of residential seg-

regation. This was the conviction that in Birmingham the:

11 |
T.J. Bass: Everyday in Blackest Birmingham, Facts not Fiction

(1898) p3.
The Reverend Bass was vicar of St. Laurence, arguably the poorest

parish in the city, and wrote several books on the plight of his
parishioners.
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", .. middle class is ready to work heartily with the work-
ing class and I hope a thorough union may take place with
you..."iz.

The apparent co-operation between all sections of the two classes in
such political movements and the apparent acceptance by the Birmingham
working class of middle class leaders such as Thomas Attwood and
Joseph Sturge, led to the growth of the confidence that in the bor-
ough all classes and social conditions were united; of the assurance
that in Birmingham were not manifested the schisms in society which
exhibited themselves in other great manufacturing centres; of the firm
impression that, indeed, the population of the borough was "very little
mixed nl3 and that the co-operation of the classes ensured a more |
integrated society in Birmingham than elsewhere.

The widespread adherence to such a belief verged, in time, on
myth making and as often occurs-the myth soon subsumed what elements
of truth had existed. Social co-operation became transferred from a
truth applicable only to certain sections of Birmingham society ' into
one that was universal and all embracing. Certainly, aspects of the
social and economic life of the borough were salient and peculiar to
it, makiné it different from other industrial towns and cities:
Birmingham was not dependent on a single industry such as steel or .
cotton for its economic well being and it was this fact which tended

to mask social division, ensuring the view that it was the variety of

trades which allowed:

el

12 ‘ |
J.A. Langford: Modern Birmingham and its Institutions wvol II

(1873) p.356. Part of a speech by John Bright M.P., in 1867.

13
The Post Office Directory of Birmingham, 1871 p.8.



".ee the solid prosperity of Birmingham.... There has
never been a time amongst us when an ingenious mechanic
skllled in manipulation of the forge, the hammer, the file,
the stamping press and the lathe, or adept in the casting
shop, @ capable tool maker and inventor of machinery, or
an improver of existing methods, might not start as a
master on his own account or lay the foundations, usually,
of a thrifty business and often of a trade of international

importance"14,

There was great diversity of occupation in Birmingham in the
nineteenth century with more than five hundred separate classes of
trade. Of necessity, therefore, there was a large number of skilléd
workmen in the borough serving these trades. It is when applied to
the relationship of this group with those of the middle class involved
in industry, that the idea of the inter-dependence of the working and'
middle classes in Birmlngham and their mutual assistance for their
joint benefit becomes reflected in reality. Skilled workmenyco;1d.-
and did - aspire to the stature of small master, particularly in
periods of prosperity; whilst economic depression might once more re-
duce him to the ranks of the employed. A bond arose which was espec-
ially pertinent to these two sections - skilled man and small master -
but which, through the contacts of the latter, extended to larger
factory owners. Shared experiences and often a common background
enhanced the affinity induced by economic relationships; the small

master generally:

"... spoke and behaved like a worker; he was usually a very
goodlgraftsman who could take his jacket .off and do a good
job"i2, |

In turn the skilled workman was often better paid than many clerks
adhering to their middle class position. Their decent and, most im-

portantly, regular income gave them a certain economic independence

14
J. Thackeray Bunce. Article in The Birmingham Weekly Post

April 1st 1899.

15 -
S.U. Blackwell: Birmingham Past, Present and Future (c 1945) p2,
Issued by The Communist Party of Great Britain.




denied to the lower working class; the money to rent a better built

and more sanitary house; the freedom to buy books and newspapers
and to allow thelr children to go to school regqularly, and most rele-

vant of all, it gave them the choice. ff was thus amongst this sect-

ion of the working class that there existed the prospect of social

mobility, or at least the optimism of it, of which Asa Briggs talks fl6....

Between the manufacturer and the skilled man there was in fact inter-
dependence, common action and an emphasis on mutual interest and it
was the latter whom in reality the Birmingham middle class addressed

when they talked of "the people or "“the working class'.

"For my part I am convinced that the most fruitful field
before reformers at the present time is to be found in an
extension of the functions and authority of local Govern-
ment. lLocal Government is near the people. lLocal Govern-
ment will bring you into contact with the masses. By its
means you will be able to increase their comforts, to sece-
ure their health, to multiply their leisures which they

may enjoy in common, to carry out a wast co-operative

system for mutual aid and ‘support, to loose the inequalities
of our social system and to raise the standard of all clas-

ses in the community"17. *

Social co-operation became enshrined in 'The Civic Gospel! whilst
the implementation of its principles assumed almost the character of a
crusade, fired by the zeal of clergymen such as Vince and Dawson and
advanced by their Non-Conformist *adherents, families such as
Chamberlain, Kenrick, Martineau, Cadbury and Tangye. Their commit-
ment to The Civic Gospel was undoubtedly sincere but in reality the
implementation of its tenets proved beneficial only in the short
term for the poor of Birmingham. A period of action in the 1870's,
under the enthisiastic direction of Joseph Chamberlain, in which

attempts were made to ameliorate the conditions of the poor soon

16 | :
Asa Briggs: Victorian Cities (Pelican 1977) Chapter 5 p.187. .
__-—I__l—_——_ﬂ "

Joseph Chamberlain M.P. Speech of Aprili28th 1885. Henry W, Lucy
(ed): Speeches of the Right Hone Joseph Chamberlain with a Sketch
.0of His Life (1885) pp.i31-2.

17




foundered (with the departure of its innovator) on a sea of official
indifference and municipal apathy and neglect. FIor the next twenty

five years the council rested on the laurels of its achievements

whilst the plight of the poor once more deteriorated. Yet still the
city was eulogised despite its consequent inaction:

"T look upon Birmingham with, perhaps, a foolish pride as
the Holy City -~ the Mecca of England, where life is fuller
of possibilities of utility, happier, broader, wiser and

a thousand times better than in any other town in the
United Kingdom"ja.

In truth, little provision was made for the poor of Birmingham;
they were exempt from the benefits of its prosperity. Between the
city's upper working class and their less fortunate brethren lay a
gulf made wide by differences in wage, life~style, culture, beliefs
and expectations and which was made more distinct by the separation
of the two within different districts and quarters. The unskilled
and ill-educated had little hop; of social mobility and probably less

optimism about it. Their lives were bounded by goals more prosaic and
attainable (albeit often distant): a steady job and regular wage;

abscence of illness and avoidance of injury. The birthright of the

slum dweller was poverty, shackling them to their position in society
and preventing their escape.

"Of the three hundred and forty odd thousands of human act-
ivities that swarm this great brick beehive, there are at
least two hundred thousand at moderate computation who are
constantly battling for mere existence. My substantial
friend with the gold eye-glass, do you care to know how

that battle 1s carried on.... You have not known what it is
to expend all your physical and mental energy and to have all
your cares absorbed in so mean and barren an object as that
of just keeping soul and body together. There is a prison in
Holland where they confine those prisoners who are refractory
and will not work. It is underground and the water is allowed
to flow in. If the prisoner did not pump, pump incessantly
the full tide would rise to his knees -~ to his waist = to his

e
18

John Henry Chamberlain: quoted in Leonard Brierley "A Chat about

Old Birmingham" in The Central Literary Magazine vol XII January
1893 p.137.



mouth - and drown him. He must pump though beads stand on
his forehead and his arms are ready to drop off from fatique.

Well, many of your countrymen's lives are like that. They
have capacities, perhaps, but they have no time to cultivate

them; they have tastes and desires which are not ignoble if
they could give them play, but they must go on working that
eternal lever up and down till mind and body are weary and

all the faculties are dull and dim; they must pump or the
waters of pauperism will close around them"19,

According to this author's computation, 58% of the population of

Birmingham was living either in poverty or just above the poverty
line. Although his figures are not scientifically based and he does
not state how he arrives at them,. they are made plausible by the later
findings of Charles Booth and Seebolhm Rowntree. In the former's
social survey of London it was found that 30% of the capital's pop-
ulation was living below the poverty line (this was deemed to be a
wage of between 18/~ and 20/- a week for a 'moderate! family)zo. At
the turn of the century, Seebohn Rowntree in his social survey of
York, arrived at a similar conclusion. He also drew attention to
the existence of a 'poverty cycle* whereby poor families might, over
the vears, ?ise and fall aboverthe,poverty line. Thus, whilst at any
given time 30% of the population might be living in poverty there was
alsd another large percentage existing just above the poverty line,
struggling to survive and who might, through a variety of reasons, fall

once more into poverty 21.

Amidst the euphoria concerning Birmingham's prosperity and the
well-being of all its people, such facts are often forgotten. It is .
true that in the 1870's serious efforts were made to translate myth

into reality. Joseph Chamberlain recognised that only drastic meas-
‘ures could suffice to remedy Birmingham's problems, especially that

- 19 .
Pictures of The People: Drawn by One of Themselves No.TI

(Birmingham 1871).

20
Charles Booth:. Life and Labour of The People in london Volume I (1892).

21
Seebohm Rowntrees Poverty. A Study of Town Life (1901).
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of slum property.

"Unless they went to the very root of the evil = unless
they went to the dwellings themselves - thelr heartiest
work would be useless. Even now their work was, in the
case of some of these pigsties, absolutely endless and
hopeless. As for the other work, the work of ministers
of religion and school masters that was thrown away. So
long as there was canker at the root, morality was an

empty thing"22.
This speech inspired Birmingham Council to implement the powers handed
to it under The Artisans Dwellings Act of 1875: some of the worst
slums in the borough, around 0ld Square and Lichfield Street, were
cleared to enable the forming of the Corxporation Street shopping
thoroughfaré; the gas companies and waterworks company were acquired
by the council; and efforts were made to replace open middens drain-
ing directly into the sewers which resulted in the formation of -The
Birmingham Tame and Rea District Drainage Board. In 1875 Birmingham's
first Health Committee was established and within eight years its

inspectors condemned more than 3,000 wells as dangerously contaminated.

In consequence of these measures during and directly after

Chamberlain's mayorality between 1873-6, Blrmingham's death rate fell.

Professor Briggs has commented that:

"The averages for the whole city, always misleading, do not
express the full measure of benefit reaped by the 'black spot'!

districtsh23.

Such benefits were, however, short-=lived but they did ensure that most

observers and commentators would regard Birmingham in a generous and

praiseworthy manner, oblivious to the reversion to apathy of the

Council once Chamberlain Héd.become an M.P. For them the town:

22 .
Joseph Chamberlain. Quoted in J. Cuming Walters: The Remedies

Lor Slumland no.2. Articles Reprinted from The Birmingham Daily
_Gazette (1901). Speech to The Town Council July 27th 1875.

23
Asa Briggs,op cit p.225.




"... had risen from the reproach of 'blackest' Birmingham
to the best ideal of municipal reform"24,

In reality 'blackest Birmingham" reasserted itself aided and abetted

by'a council exhausted by its earlier activity, sated by its apparent

success and engrossed with the vision and not the reality of 'the

best governed city in the world’'.

Foremost among the charges which could be levelled at the council
was that whilst it had partially carried out the work of destruction
of slum property, it had lamentably failed in the task of construct-
ion. The clearance of the slums for the town's proud new 'Parisian
type! thoroughfare did not erase the problem of the slums. Those who
had dwelt there were not provided with alternative accommodation; no
concerted effort was made by the council to construct houses for them.
Insteéd, the homeless - able only to afford the cheapest and most
squalid of housing - crowded into the already densely packed slum

wards near to their former dwellings. St. Mary's, St. Stephen's,

-~

St. Bartholomew's, Duddeston and Deritend encircled the city centre
with a collar of slums for whose inhabitants the council evinced at

best indifference and at worst the active participation of some of its

members in profiting from and perpetuating slum housing.

"The pen of a Zola could scarcely do justice to the filthy
horror of this slum in Christian England, and in the best
governed city in the world, with the finest Health Committee

and the most enterprising municipality ever known"2?>,

24

G.N.H. Trederick: Reminiscences of Twenty Five Years in Sparkbrook

(1915) p.2.

J. Cuming Walters: Scenes in Slumland. Pen Pictures of The Black
Spots in Birmingham no.8. Articles Reprinted from The Birmingham

Daily Gazette March 1901. Cuming Walters was born in 1863 and was
educated at King Edward's Grammar. He joined The Birmingham Daily
‘Gazette becoming eventually leader writer before becoming editor of
The Manchester City News in 1902. His series of articles on the
slums of Birmingham aroused a furore which just managed to arouse
the council from its lethargy, although Cuming Walters was sued

for libel by a councillor.

25



Comparisons between Birmingham and Liverpool and Manchester showed
that the city lagged significantly behind the latter two during the
last quarter of the nineteenth century, in its provision for and actions
towards the poor. In both the Lancashire cities some attempt was
being made to provide accommodation for thelr very poorest citizens,
those who could only afford to rent three rooms or less. As Table 1
shows by 1901 Birmingham had managed to construct just fifty two such
dwellings providing that type of accommodation as opposed to Manchester's
figure of six hundred and thirty one and lLiverpool's of four hundred
and fifty four. Emphasising Birmingham's lack of concern for the poor
is the fact that in the provision of four roomed cottages alone - the
type of accommodation which was aimed at the better paid of the working
class - was the city ahead of its Northern rivals. Even the cit&'s i
Health Committee had to acknowledge that its members had been:

", .. embarassed in their operations under these Acts Dby the
consciousness that the inconsiderate destruction of dwellings
may create new evils, unless provision is made for the accom-

modation of the dishoused occupiers... 'The demolition of
insanitary houses' said the Chairman ‘'leads to overcrowding’.

The Coroner lately said that one fourth of the working men's
houses ought to be destroyed. But if we destroy we must be

prepared to build"e®,

Indeed, under The Housing of The Working Class Acts capital expenditure

by Birmingham had been a miserly £28,000 in comparison to that of

Liverpool of £178,000 27:.

A similar situation existed with regard to the provision of staff

for matters relating to nuisance and sanitation and in the remunera-

26

C.A, Vince M.A.: History of The Corporation of Birmingham wvol III
1835-1899 pe.115. The Acts referred to are The Housing of The VWorking

Class Acts of 1875 and 41890,

27
These figures providing comparisons between Birmingham, Liverpool

and Manchester are taken from J. Cuming Walters: Scenes in Slumland:

The Faults and The Remedies. A Summa (1901) who acknowledges that
ﬁe has taken them from a report of The Corporation of Nottingham (1901)

.

- AL p— AL — Prlrenieetin L

é
%



Table 1

Provision of Tenements Bx
MuniciEal Authorities

Number of Rooms
City Two Three Four Total

Manchester 69 471 91 21 652
Liverpool 66 297 142 16 621

Birmingham - 24 28 112 164




tion received by such officers 28. Both Liverpool and Manchester

employed twenty eight sanitary inspectors paid between 35/~ and 40/-
a week in the former and up to 45/- in the latterj; Birmingham em-
ployed nineteen at salaries ranging from 30/- to 37/- a week.
Manchester boasted a Sanitary Superintendant receiving £500 p.a. and
a Chief Inspector earning £220 p.a.j; Liverpool could rely on the fac-
ilities of a Chief Inspector earning £275 p.a. and seven prosecuting
inspectors who received £140 p.a. By comparison, Birmingham employed
a Chief Inspector at £400 p.a. who could call on the services of just
one assistant who was paid £117 p.a. Such glaring differences in the
actions of the three councils prompted the sardonic observation that:

“Elther Liverpool and Manchester are disgracefully extrava—
gent or Birmingham is too economic™"2?,

In Bimingham one Inspector was employed to monitor the conditions
of living of twenty thousand people who dwelt in lodging houses;
Liverpool in contrast had a Chief Inspector and twelve inspectors.

Even with regard to factory inspectors employed by the municipallties
(in which Birmingham might have been expected to at least achieve parity
with its Northern counterparts) the city was, yet again, trailing in
its provisions: one officer was employed who was paid 45/- a week

whilst Liverpool employed three at the same salary and Manchester six,*
earning between 35/~ and 40/~ a week. Female Health Visitors were
introduced by Biﬁninghaxn in 1899 and whilst the same number as those
in Liverpool were employed - eight - there was a significant disparity
in payment: those in the former city earned 25/- a week whilst in the

latter the wage was between 30/~ and 35/- a week. Again, whilst

23
All the officers described here were employed directly by the Cor-

porations, they were officers of local government not national.

29 .
J. Cuming Walters: Further scenes in Slumland no.I (1901).



Liverpool employed three inspectors of food and drugs and Manchester
two, Birmingham managed just one. Only with respect to the Inspector
of Court Cleaning and his staff was Birmingham at an advantage over
the other two cities.
"How unfavourably, in most respects, does our city with
'‘Forward' for its motto compare with the two cities to

which it most clearly approximates in size and requirement.
A different spirit seems to animate the three municipali-

tiesm30,

The revelation of such discr.:epancies in attitudes of and provis-
ions by the three councils allied to 3. Cumingwal£ers'vivid and
often horrific descriptions of slum_.life in Biminghiam, aroused the
interest and outrage of the public in the city. Nevertheless, the
council barely managed to raise itself from its slqth and indifference:
by the narrow margin of thirty two votes to thirty it was voted to
establish a new Housing Committee which would appropriate those functe
ions of The Estates and Health Committees and exercise such powers as
deemed desirable under The Public Health Acts and all powers under The
Housing Acts. Yet still the council halted at exerting itself fully
in the battle to alleviate the conditions in which slum dwellers lived:
faith waé still given to the belief that reconstruction should be car-
ried out by private builders and not the council direétly. To compound
the council's conviction it was decided that new housing should be
erected in the suburbs in the misguided expectation that by implement-

ing a cheap transport policy, slum dwellers would be encouraged to

move away from the city centre. Finally, by compelling the lancilords

30
J. Cuming Walters: Further Scenes in Slumland no.I (1901).

The 1891 census gave populations of:
Birmingham 514,956
Manchester 543,902
Liverpool 634,212
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of the worst slum properties to carry out repalirs, it was felt that
these measures together would eradicate the problem of the slums.

Within a short time, however, the council was shown to have failed.

It soon became obvious that whilst:

"Increased facilities of locomotion-~rallways and tramways -
enable a larger portion of the people to live in the sub-
urbs, where relatively cheap land is avallable and where the
private builder can build profitably, and the central sites
of great value often have to be dealt with by the local
authority by writing off, more or less, of their value. But
private interest has failed in the lowest class population,
which presents the real difficulty in the housing problem"31,

From 1905 the councll found it necessary to compulsorily purchase
certain slum properties and to carry out repairs under its direction,
whilst ordering the demolition of other such housing. Yet, it was not

until after The First World War that Birmingham began to build its own

council houses in large estates on former agricultural land acquired

by the city's extension in 1911 32. Nevertheless, the articles of

J. Cuming Walters did succeed in p?rtially'enlivening a previously
meribund council, enervated by the absence of a character willing to
carry on the work begun by Joseph Chamberlain in the 1870's. Under
Part Two of The Housing of The Working Class Act, the Housing Committee
was empowered to declare such houses as it decided as unfit for human
habitation: in 1900 none were condemned; in 1901 fifteen; yet in 1502

four hundred and fifty were so classified; the figure dropped back

to three hundred and four in 1903 but rose again to one thousand and

nineteen in 1904 33.

31 Arthur Wesley Crompton (professional Associate of The Surveyor's

Institute): The Housing Question (published by "Land Agents!
Record" ¢ 15137,

32 By the extension of 1911 the city's population rose from 525,960 to

842,291 and its acreage from 13,477 to 43,537. Similarly unbuilt
land rose from 26% to 55%. Henry E. Stilgoe (City Engineer and
Surveyor): ‘The Birmingham Town Planning Schemes (1913).

33
Report of The Medical Officer of Health of Birmingham, 1904, p.60.
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Notwithstanding this improvement, it was still felt by many crit-
ics that the council remained ineffectual and unwilling to attack the
root of the problem. Muich still depended on the philanthropy of dedi-
cated volunteers: a Sanitary Aid Council was established by some of
these, assisted by certain clergymen; additionally a Rawton House was
built in Highgate. In the absence of a modern social security system
rmuch redqounded on these volunteers seeking to alleviate the condition
of the poor. Nevertheless, an interested and active council could
achieve much and J. Cuming Walters was not alone in adversely contrast-
ing the nmqicipal vigour of Birmingham with:

"... the efforts of the Housing Committee in Liverpool in
building for the poorer working classes. In that city the

interiors are not plastered; the plain brick walls are simply
colour washed. Wherever possible concrete is substituted for
timber in order to counteract the destructive habits of the
tenants. The spaces between the floors are fitted with con-

crete, and the passage of vermin from one compartment to an-
other is rendered impossible.

Of course, the more external renovation of the slums of
Birmingham leaves the houses in thelr old position, back-to-
back and with the consequent lack of ventilation. My first
indignant outcry was 'The whole_structure ought to be piled
in a heap and set fire to...' n34,

It is possible to divide the social history of Birmingham into
four district phases based on the exteﬁt of activity of the council
towards the slums and their dwellers; and which periods are reflected
in the city's general death rate. Prior to 1871, when the creed of The
Civic Gospel was being determined, the position of the poor in
Birmingham was desperate; between 1871 and 1881, in the wake of the
reforms initiated by Joseph Chamberlain, there occurred a significant
drop in the borough's death rate; from 1881 the mortality rate stabil-
ised although exhibiting a slight increase up to 1900; finally from

this date to 1915 came another noticeable fall although this was aided

34
T.J. Bass: Hope in Shadowland (1903) p.91.
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by favourable domestic conditions in 1904 and especially by the ex-

tension of 1911 which brought into Birmingham more healthy, suburban

districts 35.

There was, significantly, one constant throughout this curve of
deterioration and amelioration; that being the vast disparity between
the death rates of the various wards of the city 36. Despite the
assertions of those such as Professor Briggs who see the years after
1871 as ones of continued improvement in the environment of Birmingham,
it is still true that the death rate in the slum wards (allowing for
any benefit) remained abnormally high. Large numbers of poor children
and adults were dying unnecessarily; their lives shortened by inade-
quate housing, insanitary conditions, a lack of health care and -

seminal to all these - an absence of a regqular and reasconable income.

With a consistency that was marked in its manifestations, the

inner city wards were, throughout this period, considerably less fav-

ourable areas in which to live than the outer wards. The most ad-

vantageous of these was invariably Edgbaston.

"Fortunately, there is one extensive West End suburb -
Edgbaston - which forms a healthy and desirable resicentilal

locality for the Birmingham upper classes...Edgbaston is
still a rich, well-populated suburb within a very easy dis-

tance of the city centre"37,

Living conditions in "The Birmingham Belgravia":ﬁgand other wards more

fortuitious in their geographical setting, were very different from
those in the poorer wards. Yet even within the generally more pros-

perous outer wards pockets of slums existed giving the lie to the

35
Table 2 opposite indicates these periods. Figures taken from

The Reports of The Medical Officers of Health of The Borough of
Blrmlngham 1871-1914.

Map 1 pel? indicates the difference in the general death rates
between the city's wards.
37

Thomas Anderton: ‘A Tale of One City: The New Birmingham Papers re-
- printed from The Midland Counties Herald (1506) Chapter VIII p.89.

Ibid., p.89.




Table 2 : The General Death Rate

Birmingham 1871-1915

Death Rate
Period Birmingham England & Wales

1871-75

1876-80
1881-85
1886-90
1891-95
1896-1900
1901-05
1906-10

1911-15

From The Report of The Medical Officer of Health of

Birmingham, 1915 p.8.
(The Period 1901 to 1915 represents the city as extended:

at various dates to include generally healthier, semi-
rural districts around Birmingham).




boast of Birmingham being the city of vision, the city of progress,
the "Holy City". In Victorian and Edwardian Birmingham slums were:

"ees NOt confined to one portion of the city, nor to one
warde They stretch out with infinite ramifications from
the worst crowded centre of Birminghame.... to the uttermost
boundaries ..ee No part of Birmingham seems wholly free
from the slum stains. There are patches of black in
Edgbaston as in Bordesley; rural Small Heath has its horrors
just like sulphurous, smelly Saltley"3%.

One circumstance united all slum districts wherever their loca-
tion: inadequate and insanitary housing characterised by a low rent.
The slum areas of Birmingham were immediately recognisable by the

presence of theubliquitous tback-to-back' houses, grouped in courts

and arranged in terraces 40. Cheaply built and erected hurriedly the

inner houses of such terraces had three party walls dividing them from

their neighbours by means of a single brick wall, four and a half

-

inches thick. Population densities for built upon land were obviously
high, yet all toc often nearby to such terraces lay large plots of

land upon which were built factories, which further proved injurious

to the health of the slum dweller.

"In Oxygen Street - ye gods, what a name for a street where
atmosphere, polluted by neighbouring works, made my throat
and nose smart and eyes run - the houses were amongst the
worst I have ever seen"4l,

In 1914 there were forty three thousand, three hundred and sixty six
back~-to-backs in Birmingham, to which number could be added other poor
quality housing 42. As late as 1960, following war time depredations

and a massive post war clearance, there still lingered twenty five

thousand.

39
40

41? T.J. Bass: Down East Amongst The Poorest (1904) p.22.

42 Janet L. Rushbrcke B.Sc.! Birmingham's Black Spots (1934) (published
by Margaret W. MacIves and L.S. Florence). Introduction by

Margaret W, MaclIves.

Je. Cuming Walters: Scenes in Slumland  no.10.

Plan 1 opposite indicates terraces of back-to-backs.
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Most courts, known colloquially as 'vards', were approached by
an alley or ‘'entry' between 1front houses'. This 'entry' could be a
wide gap or often a small tunnel-like alley between and below 'front
houses'. These latter were exactly that; they fronted onto the street;
although.normally'back-tOAbacks themselves.

"Our street was called Camden Street. Along one side of

this street ran ten terraces called 'groves'. OQurs was

called Camden Drive. There were five houses or hovels with
five more back-to-backs to each terrace. They were all

built the same; one large living room, one bedroom and an
attic. There were also cellars that ran under each house,

damp, dark and cold"43,

There were Varigtions on the theme: not all back-to-backs had an

- attic; others had two small bedrooms on the same level; most had a

small scullery cut out of the living room 44. Whatever the style, all

were too small and cramped, insanitary and unsuitably built.

"The jerry builder, if not carefully looked after, will put

up structures which, though presenting a decent appearance

to superficial observers, are totally unfit for occupation

from a sanitary point of view. They may be built on an 1lm-

pure foundation with mortar censisting of dirt instead of

sand, and only enough lime to 'swear by' while the drains are

in too many instances 'a delusion in a snare' "2,
In the same passage Dr. Alfred Hill,' the city's Medical Officer of .
Health, reported that a sample of mortar from buildings in the process
of erection in Springfield Street revealed a ratio of one part lime
to twenty four parts dirt instead of sand. Such houses were also

often built on an impure foundation of house refuse and road scrapings,
before any organic material had been destroyed. Actions of this kind
only added more hazards to slum life.

The‘unsatisfactory‘manner iﬁ.which.back-to-backs-were‘built.soon
led to their rapid deterioration: tiles falling off the rooves; plaster
43

44
45

Kathleen Dayuss: Her People (Virago Books 1982) p.3.
The four main types of back-to-back houses are shown opposite (Plan 2).

Report of The Medical Officer of Health of Birmingham, 1880 p.45.
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falling off the walls, bricks falling out of position and such like.
Poor drainage and abominable sanitary conditions exacerbated these
problems. By 1900 most yards obtained thelr water from a single

stand-pipe centrally placed for all the court, instead of the wells

which had preceded them. Yet, the close proximity of lavatories to

dwellings and the water supply could only prove detrimental to health.

Lavatories were grouped and shared by several families, but few were
of the 'flush' type, the majority being 'dry privies' although
midden privies were extant into the twentieth century. In 1880 these

were still numerous and deemed:

"... a danger to health by the evolution and diffusion of
noxious gases and vapours which find their way into the con-
fined houses around, and by the soakage of filthy liquids
into the ground and wells which are still largely used to °
supply drinking'water"46.

Progress in replacing these middens was slow and as with much
else concerning municipa; activity in Birmingham had been initiated
by Joseph Chamberlain. Furthermofe, by the turn of the century the
'dry privy' system itself had become outmoded and was proving danger-
ous to health. By this method pans were placed beneath the toilet
seat, being emptied once a week, often less. As late as The First

-,

World VWar the;erpersisted fifty eight thousand and twenty eight
houses without a separate lavatory 47. As a consequence of the out-
dated lavatory facilities, their infrequent emptying, thelr nearness
to housing and their generally dilapidated and filthy condition,
diseases such as cholera, diptheria and dysentry were rife in slum
districts. These difficulties were compounded by the presence of
large tubs in which were deposited rubbish and the ashes from fires.

Commonly known as 'miskins' these too were irregularly emptied and

46

1850 p.20.

Janet L. Rushbroke B.Sc.: Birmingham's Black Spots (1934).
Introduction by Margaret W. MacIves.

47
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Report of The Medical Officer of Health of The Borough of Birmingham,



» 1. Breast-fed infants should not be weaned during
this period.

" 2. Bottle-fed infants should only have milk which
has been bought in a fresh condition, boiled, and stored
in a clean and cool place.

3. The jugs and feeding-bottles used for the milk

should ba kept Eacrupulously clean by ecalding.

,4. Infants €hould not be allowed to crawl on the
foor or court-yard where they can pick up dirt. Their
" clothing, &c., should be kept very clean so as to prevent
their sucking anything dirty.

: 5. Diarrheea is so rapidly fatal in young infants that
.whenever 1t commaences medical advice should be sought
at once and valuable time not lost.

6. By using common sense in keeping the house,
yard, and evergfhing in connsction with young children
in a clean condition, it is probable that a large number
of deaths can be easily prevented, and it will be greatly
to the advantags of the citizens if a special effort is made
during the short period the warm weather lasts,

JOHN ROBERTSON,

Medical Officer of Health.

The Council House,
Birmingham.

Poster Warning About Diarrhoea
(From The Report of The lMedical Officer of

Health of Birmingham 1905 p.50.)
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consequently accumulated with f£ilth and garbage.

The iniquities of back-to-back housing and its attendant evils

became increasingly obvious.

"But the seamy side comes out in the case of cottages with-
out back door or back windows, known as back-to-back or more
euphoniously as 'single!' houses, The evils of such a system
do not need emphasising for readers of The Reviews.
'You look at the muck in poor class streets!'! says Dave
in Mr. Reynold's suggestive book "Seems Sol,
'"That's all got to be trod in the house just when a
woman's been down on her knees an' washed it all more

likely. Then her has to do it all over again and leave
ite The chil'ren does it running in and out when there

"is no backway!'.
"But this is only one of the least of the evils of the system.

One row will face North and have no sunlight from one year's
end to the other. The opposite row will face South and in a
Summer like last will bake like an oven from morning to night.
But the worst feature is possibly the sanitary arrangements,
which are usually provided at the end of a long courte The
effect of this on the life of the younger people of the court
need not be emphasised"4%,

Housing and the health of slum dwellers were seen to be inextri-
able, A aefinite relationship was observed between the incidence of
the general death rate in a district and the amount of rent paid by
its inhabitants. A report of The Medical Officer of Health of
Birmingham gave statistical evidence to justify this assumption, find-
ing that the death rate rose with a higher proportion of houses let at
3s 6d or less in an area: in St. Bartholomew's ward where 50% or more
of the houses were in this category the mortality rate was 37.6 per

thousand; this figure droped to 32.7 per thousand in districts where
the proportion of such houses was between 25% and 50%; in an area

where between 0% and 25% of the houses could be thus classified the
death rate was a more respectable 26.1 per thousand; and finally in

those districts where there were.no houses let at 3s 6d per week the

figure fell dramatically to 17.1 per thousand49.

4 .
S JeH. Muirhead: Social Conditions in Provincial Towns no.8,

Birmingham (1912) pe2e

49
The Report of The Medical Officer of Health of Birmingham,1899 p.8.

Graph 1 opposite indicates the correlation.
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on The Infant Mortality Rate

Graph 1

The Influence of Slum Housin

(Percentage above or below Whole City).
(Percentage above or below Whole City).
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In the same report of 1899 it was stated that there were thirteen
thousand houses that could be included in the above category, and in
1900 it was pointed out that if the city's sanitary inspectors and

health visitors confined their attention to this group alone, then

such houses would be visited only once a year 50. Moreover, houses

at a higher level of rent also required visiting as many of these were

health hazards. It was the opinion of the city's Medical Officer that

more staff must be employed by the couﬁcil if the correct number of

visits were to be reached 5?; The vivid affect bad housing had on

health is illustrated when it is noted that in 1901 three thousand

inhabitants of Birmingham died who would have lived given better hous-

52

ing, health care and sanitation ““. A number of these deaths could

be laid at the door of an inactive council.
Poverty killed: the birth right of the poor was a higher death
rate; their inheritance the dreadful conditions in which they existed.

"Look at the houses, the alleys, the courts, the ill-lit,
jill-paved walled in squares, with last night's rain still
trickling down from the rooves and making pools of the ill-
sluiced yards. Loock at the begrimed windows, the broken
glass, the apertures stopped with yellow paper or filthy
rags, glance at the rooms where large families eat and sleep
every day and every night amidst rags and vermin, within dank
and mildewed walls from which the blistered paper is droop-
ing or the bit of discolouration called 'paint' is peeling
awaye. Here you can veritably taste the pestilential air,
stagnant and nephitic , which finds no outlet in the prison
like houses of the courts; and yet here where there is
breathing space for so few, the many are herded together and
overcrowding is the rule not the exceptions.... The poor
have nowhere else to go. It is here amid the rank and rot-
ting garbage, in the filthy ‘alleys and the time-blackened,
old-fashioned dwellings, near the ill-smelling canal; or in
the vicinage of factories which pour out their fumes in bil-
lowing masses from the throats of giant stacks = here it is

>0 Ibid., 1899 p.39.
51

Ibid., 1899 p.39. —
52

J. Cuming Walters: The Remedies For Slumland no.I. "The Problem
and The Powers" (1901).
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they must come for shelter. What wonder that drink becomes
a second refuge? What wonder that the innocent are soon

contaminated and that crime and violence are so rampant?

What wonder that sickness is prevalent, that the death rate

is appalling..."53.

The councillors of Birmingham stood indicted not through indif-
ference alone or even from a lack of attention to the plight of the
poor but - more damingly - by the active participation of some of
them in perpetuating slum property. Through their connivance and
greed they willingly contributed to the high mortality rates of the
poores It was revealed in the articles of J. Cuming Walters that
five Aldermen were owners of slum property and more perfidiously it

emerged that The Deputy Chairman of The Health Committee also owned

slum property and that one of the committee's officials collected his

rents and intercepted reports on the state of his property 54. Such

disclosures led the Reverend T.J. Bass to declaim that:

"May God awaken tﬁbse within this parish >3 and those out-

side it, to a sense of duty, so that such neighbourhoods

may no longer be left in their darkness but may be illumin-

ated with 'The Light of Light'"56.

To avoid the discovery of their identity many owners of slum pro-
perty employed agents to collect their rents for them. Further, it
was often found expedient to sub-lease the property. This practice
proved satisfactory for both landlord and sub-leasee: the former re-
ceived his correct rent regularly and without incurring agents' fees;
in turn, whilst the latter would partly furnish the property in as
sparse a manner as possible, he would be remunerated by increasing
the rent. As a result the tenants would be forced to take in lodgers,

further adding to the problems of overcrowding. In one siX roomed

house in the centre of Birmingham it was exposed that thirty people

>3 Je. Cuming Walters: Scenes in Slumland no.Z2e.
54

Je. Cuming Vlalters: Knight of The Pen (1933) p.127.
55

The Parish of St. Laurence.

56
T.Je Bass: Everyday in Blackest Birminghame Facts not Fiction

(1898) Introduction.
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liveds The owner of the court in which the house was situated (a

woman living in the country) had sub-leased the twelve houses situated

there to a well off woman living in the suburbs. A rental of 8/- a

week was paid to the landlord for each house, the six rooms of each

were sub-lef'at 4/~ a week providing a massive return on the invest-
57

ment of the sub-leasee ~ .

Whilst such circumstances caused a further deterioration in the
living standards of the poor, they alsoc ensured a further lessening
of the will of landlords to improve their property. In 1875 seventy
thousand houses were inspected of which it was found that twenty
thousand had windows fitted in such a way as to prohibit their opening

at the top. The Boréugh's‘Medical Officer of Health observed that such

houses were built "having disregard of a sufficiency of air and

58. Contradicting the belief in the amelioration of the

light"
. 1iving conditions of the pooftin Birmingham during the last quarter of
the nineteenth century, it was declared by The Medical Officer of Health

in 1901 that:
"I feel I must reiterate the opinion expressed in previous
reports, that it is useless to look for any great dimunition
in the death rate of Birmingham, until, among other measures,
more provision has been made for light and ventilation in its
crowded wards'"59,
Implicit in this statement is a condemnation of back-to-backs, the
cause of the absence of light and ventilation.
There was a macabre symmetry to the statistics of slum life: the
higher and denser the population, the poorer the area; the poorer the

area, the higher the death rate. Overcrowding increased in proportion

to the depth of poverty of an area. The taking in of lodgers was all

o7
58

Report of The Health of The Borough of Birmingham for 1874 p.15.

>9 Report of The Medical Officer of Health of Birmingham,1905 p.10.
e Ittt st Sttt hitstddd

J. Cuming Walters: Knight of The“Pen (1933) p.175.
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too common and though helpfully financially it further diminished
living conditions. Yet this fact of a high incidence of lodgers was
determined less by 'free will' and more by birth and income. The
poor had no choice but to sub-let their homes given their lack of skill
and irreqular employment.
"I have assumed hitherto that the income, large or small,
was at least reqular; but this is very seldom the case in
Birmingham, with its multiform industry, depending so largely
upon foreign conditions, altogether beyond its control.
There is no more prolific source of poverty than an uncertain
and fluctuating income, the average of which cannot be struck.
It is next to impossible in such circumstances to keep out of

debt. A few weeks' break, in even a fairly good income, will
throw a family into difficulty for months, or perhaps years"so.

The nature of industry in Birmingham consolidated the positions
of its upper and lower working class. It was these latter, those who
most needed reqular employment, who were least likely to find it.
Seebohm Rowntree's dynamic description of poverty was not necessarily
relevant to*irregularly and casually employed, nor to the under-
employed and less so to the unemployed 61.1 Many of these would
dwell in poverty all their lives, never rising above the poverty line.
As a consequence, the lower working class family relied on all its
members to maximise its income. In such circumstances children's
part-time jobs and women's casual work (let alone full-time work) be-~
came essential. Over the city as a whole 19% of married women worked,
although this figure rose significantly to over 50% in the central
wards 62. The income of working women was often the primary source
of earnings of the family and was thus not supplemental but essential.

For most families, whatever its members could earn, poverty was
inescapable. The idea persisted, however, in a trenchant manner of

6 .
0 Pictures of The People: Drawn By One of Themselves . Birmingham
(1871) no.3.

6
. Seebohm Rowntree,op cit.

62 .
City of Birmingham Health Department, "Report on Industrial Employ-

ment of Married Women and Infantile Mortality" pe.4 in The Renort of
The Medical Officer of Health of Birmingham 1909,
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the culpability of the poor in their poverty, or rather of the majority
of the poor. Continual stress was made on the necessity to differ-
entiate between this section, the nine-tenths of the sunken who were
undeserving who ought to be allowed to wallow in their poverty, and
the tenth who constituted the respectable, deserving poor who needed
to be protected from the debased and saved from degeneration,

".eses the respectable poor have to herd with the criminal and

the depraved in slums which are a blight upon God!'s earth and

a disgrace to our common Christianity. Forced into these in-

fernos by poverty, thousands of clean-minded, decent people

sink to the level of their surroundings and their children

grow up under conditions which make purity of mind or body
almost impossible"53.

- Indeed the poor were not a lumpen mass all of a muchness, yet such
stark, apposing divisions do not exhibit the full variety of attitudes,
life-styles and morals of the lower working class. Extremes were pre-
sent: from slovenliness to snobbish  respectability; from drunkeness
to temperance; from improvidence to thrifty self-help. The majority of
the people , however, gravitated somewhere between the two extremes,
although exhibiting a tendency one way or the other. As for the de-
bate on their environment, it centred on whether they were products of
it or the enviromment was a product of their lifestyle. Dr. Alfred Hill,
the City's Medical Officer of Health, had no doubt - notwithstanding
his reqular comments.on adverse living conditions -~ as to where the
blame lay when he opined that the "unhealthiness of the lower class
districts is largely the‘result of the habits of the poor as well as

64

the conditions of the houses they occupy " '« In contrast, the Reverend

TeJs Bass was avoged in his belief that,

63 :
J. Cuming Walters: Scenes in Slumland. Preface by The Editor of

The Birmingham Daily Gazettee

64
Report of The Medical Officer of Health of Birmingham,1901 p.24.

_-—-_————————l-_———_—ﬂ_—_“__.__—____‘.___
Dre. Hill was the city's first Medical Officer retaining his post till
September 31st 1903, from his appointment in 1873.
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"Dirty tenants sometimes make dirty houses, but the opposite
is true. Damp, dirty, insanitary houses make dirty tenants "65,

Nevertheless, to the uncommitted social reformer, to the cutsider

travelling through, the slums of Birmingham were as one, a "hateful

T

6 in which environment blighted the dwellers but only because

Spotlle
these were so inclined. A factor other than poverty united slum dis-
tricts and that was the dirt, a dirt which was seen to be present be-

Cause of the active participation of all the poor;

"eees the dirty streets of the slums, and the dirty houses,
and the dirty people who live in them, with their dirty hab-
its and esee the miserable half-clammed , half-clad dragged
up shades of humanity (commonly designated tkids!' by their
parents, but generally recognised by the more comprehensive
~appellation of 'children' in the upper circles of society)..."67.
Children were ever-present in slum areas and more obvious than
those in more prosperous localities given their greater numbers and
their clinging to the street when faced with unattractive conditions

at home. By the Edwardian age the birth rate of the poorer wards of
the city was well above that of thg better-off wards 68, vyet allied to
this high birth rate was a correspbndingly higher infantile'mortélity

rate 69. In 1905, four years after the furorecaused by the articles of

J. Cuming Walters, the rate for Birmingham was higher than those for
London, Liverpool, Manchester, Sheffield and Leeds and that despite a

massive fall in the horrendously high rate for the St. Mary's ward of

331 per thousand live births in 1904 to 201. Many of these deaths were

unnecessary: nearly 50% were caused by whooping cough; measles; diarrhoea;

65
66

T.Je Bass: Hope in Shadowland (1903) p.15.

Gwendolen Freeman: The Houses Behind. Sketches of a Birmingham.BaCk

Street ( '1947) p.?Oi

67

Leslie Keen:Sketches of City Life. Adventure in The Sl

(February 1893) p.3s Clammed is slang for starvinge.

68
69

Table 3 opposite shows this.
Table 4.



Table 3 : The Birth Rates of

Various of The Wards of Birmingham (1905)

t. Paul's

Central Ward Poor

Central Ward Poor

St. George's

Central Ward Poor

St. Stephen's

Central Ward Poor

St. Bartholomew's

Cenﬁral Ward Poor

St. Mary's

Deritend Central Ward Poor

Suburban Middle & Upper Class

Edgbaston & Harborne

Nechells Outer Ring Mixed Working Class

Outer Ring Generally upper working class

Bordesley

Balsall Heath Outer Ring Generally upper working clas

From The Report of The Medical Officer of Health of Birmingham 1905, p.13.
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enteritis; tubercular diseases; bronchitis; pneumonia and pleurosy.
All of these were preventable diseases.

Furthermore, a significant relationship was discovered between
the absence of breast feeding and an increase in the infant mortality
rate, Of that class visited by the city's Health Visitor (namely,
the very poor) 56.7% of babies under six months were breast fed;

28.8% were breast fed and received other foods; and 14.5% were not

breast fed at all. It was amongst this latter group that the incidence
of infant deaths was at its highest 70.

Special arrangements and utensils for the feeding of infants were
rare, through both a lack of money and of knowledge:

"Well, we always had a baby in the house€seee. our Tony was

three.... He was still on the bottle at one time and our

mother used to buy tins of Nestles condensed milke. Tin form.

She used to mek his milk up and when the tin was empty we, as

kids, used to fight for it to get the spoon round. It was
hard and dried and wet'd get some cold water and svill it

rounde..ee Instead of mother going out and buying rusks as

they do today - never did that - she'd get some stale breade.ese

She'd toast the bread, put it.in the saucer, put the hot tea

on it, with plenty of sugar ONeees"’1,
Sterilisation of a baby's feeding utensils was unheard of and near
impossible to achieve, anyway, in a slum house, Soothers were too
expensive so a 'sugar titty' was used which was made by sprinkling
sugar on a piece of muslin or rag which was then bound up to bear some
resemblance to a teat,

In marked contrast to the high births, infant mortality and gen-

eral death rates of the centrgl wards were those of the city's model

estates. As can be seen from Table 5 (pe30 ) the figures for these

latter only added credence to the view that better housing in health-

ier surroundings at a rental which the poor could have afforded, would

The Report of The Medical Officer of.Health of Birmingham, 1905 P2le
C S A. Chinn Interviews number 9 Mr. S. Froggat pp.8,9.



Table 4 : The Infant Mortality Rate of
Various of The Wards of Birmingham 1904 and 1905

| . | ~ Infant Mortality
Ward Position Status ' Rate
1904 1905

St. Paul's Central - Poor

St. George's Central Poor

Poor

St. Stepheﬁ's  Central"

St. Bartholomew's Central Poor
St. Mary's Central pPoor
Deritend Central poor

"Edgbaston & Harborne | Suburban |Middle & Upper Class

Nechells Outer Ring

Mixed Working Class

Generally upper working
class

Bordesley Outer Ring

Balsall Heath Generally upper working

class

Quter Ring

From The Report of The Medical Officer of Health of Birmingham 1905, p.20.
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Certainly have raised the quality of life of the lower working class
Oof Birminghame Yet the model estates, such as Bournville, Harborne
and Bordesley Green - all in suburban areas - were further examples
Of the assistance given in Birmingham to the upper working class
Whilst ignoring the position of the poor. A co-ordinated and co-

herent programme was necessary:

Neeee tO educate the city dwellers! to insist on getting
better accommodation than is provided in the back-to-back
courtyard houses of the central areas, with its sooty
atmosphere and unwholesome environment..es We urgently want
houses for those who are at present more or less compelled
to live under bad conditions because no sanitary houses can
be obtained. This work means something more than mere hous-
ing, for it requires not only town planning but means of
transit and attention to commercial requirements"72.

This action was also required with regard to education, clothing, the
treatment of children, dental care and the spending of more money to

reduce preventable deaths.

Most germane of all, however, to the matter of poverty and its
concomitants of disease, i1ll health and death was income. VWages and
their reqularity were the deciding factors in location and it was lo-
cation that affected life:

"Bad air, offensive smells, insufficient light, inadequate
breathing space -~ these are the evils and defects from which
the slum dwellers suffer, Look at the wan, drawn faces of
the women and then the haggard faces of the children; notice
the number of little funerals; observe the men prematurely
aged; regard the frequency of early collapse; get statistics
of cases of fever caused by bad drainage and house poison;
reckon up the number of infants with wasted limbs, weak vis-
ion and sore bodies -~ and then you will begin to understand
what life in the slums means for one and all, the just and
the unjust, the young and the 0ldeses" /3,

The 1910 Report of The Medical Officer of Health of Birmingham graph-

lcally illustrated the connection between income and health. During

e,

Report of The Medical Officer of Health of Birmincham,1905 p.5.
Je Cuming Walters: Scenes in Slumland no.%.

72
73




Table 5

Comgarison Between Model Estate
and St. Mary's Ward

Infant
Area Date Birth Death Mortality
' rate rate Rate

Bournville 1915 47
Harbourne Tenant's " 51
Ideal Estates

Bordesley Green I - 36
St, Mary's " 187

Report of The Medical Officer of Health for Birmingham
1915 p.9Y.



1909 and 1910 a study was carried out in the central wards of

St. Stephen's and St. George's. If those families whose head of
household (generally the father) earned 20/- a week or more were
grouped, it emerged that the infant death rate was 140 per thousand
live births; however, the infant death rate for that section whose
head of household earned less than 20/- a week was markedly higher

at 210 per thousand live birthse Babies born to members of this lat-

ter group were also, on average, by the age of twelve months a pound
worse off in weight than babies born to the former <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>