Chapter 1
The Great Towns

Friedrich Engels

Every great city has one or more slums, where
the working-class is crowded together. True, pov-
erty often dwells in hidden alleys close to the pal-
aces of the rich; but, in general, a separate
territory has been assigned to it, where, removed
from the sight of the happier classes, it may strug-
gle along as it can. These slums are pretty equally
arranged in all the great towns of England, the
worst houses in the worst quarters of the towns;
usually one or two-storied cottages in long rows,
perhaps with cellars used as dwellings, almost
always irregularly built. These houses of three or
four rooms and a kitchen form, throughout
England, some parts of London excepted, the
general dwellings of the working-class. The
streets are generally unpaved, rough, dirty, filled
with vegetable and animal refuse, without sewers
or gutters, but supplied with foul, stagnant pools
instead. Moreover, ventilation is impeded by the
bad, confused method of building of the whole
quarter, and since many human beings here live
crowded into a small space, the atmosphere that
prevails in these working-men’s quarters may
readily be imagined. Further, the streets serve as
drying grounds in fine weather; lines are stretched
across from house to house, and hung with wet
clothing. . ..

Manchester lies at the foot of the southern
slope of a range of hills, which stretch hither from
Oldham, their last peak, Kersallmoor, being at
once the racecourse and the Mons Sacer of

Manchester. Manchester proper lies on the left
bank of the Irwell, between that stream and the
two smaller ones, the Irk and the Medlock, which
here empty into the Irwell. On the left bank of the
Irwell, bounded by a sharp curve of the river, lies
Salford, and farther westward Pendleton; north-
ward from the Irwell lie Upper and Lower
Broughton; northward of the Irk, Cheetham Hill;
south of the Medlock lies Hulme; farther east
Chorlton on Medlock; still farther, pretty well to
the east of Manchester, Ardwick. The whole
assemblage of buildings is commonly called
Manchester, and contains about four hundred
thousand inhabitants, rather more than less. The
town itself is peculiarly built, so that a person
may live in it for years, and go in and out daily
without coming into contact with a working-
people’s quarter or even with workers, that is, so
long as he confines himself to his business or to
pleasure walks. This arises chiefly from the fact,
that by unconscious tacit agreement, as well as
with outspoken conscious determination, the
working-people’s quarters are sharply separated
from the sections of the city reserved for the
middle-class; or, if this does not succeed, they are
concealed with the cloak of charity. Manchester
contains, at its heart, a rather extended commer-
cial district, perhaps half a mile long and about as
broad, and consisting almost wholly of offices
and warehouses. Nearly the whole district is
abandoned by dwellers, and is lonely and deserted
at night; only watchmen and policemen traverse
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its narrow lanes with their dark lanterns. This
district is cut through by certain main thorough-
fares upon which the vast traffic concentrates,
and in which the ground level is lined with bril-
liant shops. In these streets the upper floors
are occupied, here and there, and there is a good
deal of life upon them until late at night. With
the exception of this commercial district, all
Manchester proper, all Salford and Hulme, a great
part of Pendleton and Chorlton, two-thirds of
Ardwick, and single stretches of Cheetham Hill
and Broughton are all unmixed working-people’s
quarters, stretching like a girdle, averaging a mile
and a half in breadth, around the commercial dis-
trict. Outside, beyond this girdle, lives the upper
and middle bourgeoisie, the middle bourgeoisie
in regularly laid out streets in the vicinity of the
working quarters, especially in Chorlton and the
lower lying portions of Cheetham Hill; the upper
bourgeoisie in remoter villas with gardens in
Chorlton and Ardwick, or on the breezy heights
of Cheetham Hill, Broughton, and Pendleton, in
free, wholesome country air, in fine, comfortable
homes, passed once every half or quarter hour by
omnibuses going into the city. And the finest part
of the arrangement is this, that the members of
this money aristocracy can take the shortest road
through the middle of all the labouring districts
to their places of business, without ever seeing
that they are in the midst of the grimy misery that
lurks to the right and the left. For the thorough-
fares leading from the Exchange in all directions
out of the city are lined, on both sides, with an
almost unbroken series of shops, and are so kept
in the hands of the middle and lower bourgeoisie,
which, out of self-interest, cares for a decent and
cleanly external appearance and can care for it.
True, these shops bear some relation to the dis-
tricts which lie behind them, and are more elegant
in the commercial and residential quarters than
when they hide grimy working-men’s dwellings;
but they suffice to conceal from the eyes of the
wealthy men and women of strong stomachs and
weak nerves the misery and grime which form the
complement of their wealth. So, for instance,
Deansgate, which leads from the Old Church
directly southward, is lined first with mills and
warehouses, then with second-rate shops and ale-
houses; farther south, when it leaves the commer-
cial district, with less inviting shops, which grow
dirtier and more interrupted by beerhouses and

gin palaces the farther one goes, until at the
southern end the appearance of the shops leaves
no doubt that workers and workers only are their
customers. So Market Street running south-east
from the Exchange; at first brilliant shops of the
best sort, with counting-houses or warehouses
above; in the continuation, Piccadilly, immense
hotels and warehouses; in the farther continua-
tion, London Road, in the neighbourhood of the
Medlock, factories, beerhouses, shops for the
humbler bourgeoisie and the working popula-
tion; and from this point onward, large gardens
and villas of the wealthier merchants and manu-
facturers. In this way any one who knows
Manchester can infer the adjoining districts, from
the appearance of the thoroughfare, but one is
seldom in a position to catch from the street a
glimpse of the real labouring districts. I know
very well that this hypocritical plan is more or less
common to all great cities; I know, too, that the
retail dealers are forced by the nature of their
business to take possession of the great highways;
I know that there are more good buildings than
bad ones upon such streets everywhere, and that
the value of land is greater near them than in
remoter districts; but at the same time I have
never seen so systematic a shutting out of the
working-class from the thoroughfares, so tender a
concealment of everything which might affront
the eye and the nerves of the bourgeoisie, as in
Manchester. And yet, in other respects, Manchester
is less built according to a plan, after official regu-
lations, is more an outgrowth of accident, than
any other city; and when I consider in this con-
nection the eager assurances of the middle-class,
that the working-class is doing famously, I cannot
help feeling that the liberal manufacturers, the
“Big Wigs” of Manchester, are not so innocent
after all, in the matter of this sensitive method of
construction.

I may mention just here that the mills almost
all adjoin the rivers or the different canals that
ramify throughout the city, before I proceed at
once to describe the labouring quarters. First of
all, there is the old town of Manchester, which lies
between the northern boundary of the commer-
cial district and the Irk. Here the streets, even the
better ones, are narrow and winding, as Todd
Street, Long Millgate, Withy Grove, and Shude
Hill, the houses dirty, old, and tumble-down, and
the construction of the side streets utterly horrible.



Going from the Old Church to Long Millgate,
the stroller has at once a row of old-fashioned
houses at the right, of which not one has kept its
original level; these are remnants of the old pre-
manufacturing Manchester, whose former inhab-
itants have removed with their descendants into
better-built districts, and have left the houses,
which were not good enough for them, to a popu-
lation strongly mixed with Irish blood. Here one
is in an almost undisguised working-men’s quar-
ter, for even the shops and beerhouses hardly take
the trouble to exhibit a trifling degree of cleanli-
ness. But all this is nothing in comparison with
the courts and lanes which lie behind, to which
access can be gained only through covered pas-
sages, in which no two human beings can pass at
the same time. Of the irregular cramming together
of dwellings in ways which defy all rational plan,
of the tangle in which they are crowded literally
one upon the other, it is impossible to convey an
idea. And it is not the buildings surviving from
the old times of Manchester which are to blame
for this; the confusion has only recently reached
its height when every scrap of space left by the old
way of building has been filled up and patched
over until not a foot of land is left to be further
occupied.

The south bank of the Irk is here very steep and
between fifteen and thirty feet high. On this
declivitous hillside there are planted three rows of
houses, of which the lowest rise directly out of the
river, while the front walls of the highest stand on
the crest of the hill in Long Millgate. Among them
are mills on the river, in short, the method of con-
struction is as crowded and disorderly here as in
the lower part of Long Millgate. Right and left a
multitude of covered passages lead from the main
street into numerous courts, and he who turns in
thither gets into a filth and disgusting grime, the
equal of which is not to be found — especially in
the courts which lead down to the Irk, and which
contain unqualifiedly the most horrible dwellings
which I have yet beheld. In one of these courts
there stands directly at the entrance, at the end of
the covered passage, a privy without a door, so
dirty that the inhabitants can pass into and out of
the court only by passing through foul pools of
stagnant urine and excrement. This is the first
court on the Irk above Ducie Bridge — in case any
one should care to look into it. Below it on the
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river there are several tanneries which fill the
whole neighbourhood with the stench of animal
putrefaction. Below Ducie Bridge the only
entrance to most of the houses is by means of
narrow, dirty stairs and over heaps of refuse and
filth. The first court below Ducie Bridge, known
as Allen’s Court, was in such a state at the time of
the cholera that the sanitary police ordered it
evacuated, swept, and disinfected with chloride of
lime. Dr Kay gives a terrible description of the
state of this court at that time. Since then, it seems
to have been partially torn away and rebuilt; at
least looking down from Ducie Bridge, the passer-
by sees several ruined walls and heaps of débris
with some newer houses. The view from this
bridge, mercifully concealed from mortals of
small stature by a parapet as high as a man, is
characteristic for the whole district. At the bot-
tom flows, or rather stagnates, the Irk, a narrow,
coal-black, foul-smelling stream, full of débris
and refuse, which it deposits on the shallower
right bank. In dry weather, a long string of the
most disgusting, blackish-green, slime pools are
left standing on this bank, from the depths of
which bubbles of miasmatic gas constantly arise
and give forth a stench unendurable even on the
bridge forty or fifty feet above the surface of the
stream. But besides this, the stream itself is
checked every few paces by high weirs, behind
which slime and refuse accumulate and rot in
thick masses. Above the bridge are tanneries,
bonemills, and gasworks, from which all drains
and refuse find their way into the Irk, which
receives further the contents of all the neighbour-
ing sewers and privies. It may be easily imagined,
therefore, what sort of residue the stream deposits.
Below the bridge you look upon the piles of
débris, the refuse, filth, and offal from the courts
on the steep left bank; here each house is packed
close behind its neighbour and a piece of each is
visible, all black, smoky, crumbling, ancient, with
broken panes and window frames. The back-
ground is furnished by old barrack-like factory
buildings. On the lower right bank stands a long
row of houses and mills; the second house being a
ruin without a roof, piled with débris; the third
stands so low that the lowest floor is uninhabita-
ble, and therefore without windows or doors.
Here the background embraces the pauper burial-
ground, the station of the Liverpool and Leeds
railway, and, in the rear of this, the Workhouse,
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the “Poor-Law Bastille” of Manchester, which, like
a citadel, looks threateningly down from behind
its high walls and parapets on the hilltop, upon
the working-people’s quarter below.

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. He who turns to the left here from the
main street, Long Millgate, is lost; he wanders
from one court to another, turns countless cor-
ners, 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 actu-
ally uninhabited, which means a great deal here;
rarely a wooden or stone floor to be seen in the
houses, almost uniformly broken, ill-fitting win-
dows and doors, and a state of filth! Everywhere
heaps of débris, refuse, and offal; standing pools
for gutters, and a stench which alone would make
it impossible for a human being in any degree
civilised to live in such a district. The newly-built
extension of the Leeds railway, which crosses the
Irk here, has swept away some of these courts and
lanes, laying others completely open to view.
Immediately under the railway bridge there
stands a court, the filth and horrors of which sur-
pass all the others by far, just because it was hith-
erto so shut off, so secluded that the way to it
could not be found without a good deal of trouble.
I should never have discovered it myself, with-
out the breaks made by the railway, though
I thought I knew this whole region thoroughly.
Passing along a rough bank, among stakes and
washing-lines, one penetrates into this chaos of
small one-storied, one-roomed huts, in most of
which there is no artificial floor; kitchen, living
and sleeping-room all in one. In such a hole,
scarcely five feet long by six broad, I found two
beds — and such bedsteads and beds! — which,
with a staircase and chimney-place, exactly filled
the room. In several others I found absolutely
nothing, while the door stood open, and the
inhabitants leaned against it. Everywhere before
the doors refuse and offal; that any sort of pave-
ment lay underneath could not be seen but only
felt, here and there, with the feet. This whole col-
lection of cattle-sheds for human beings was sur-
rounded on two sides by houses and a factory,
and on the third by the river, and besides the nar-
row stair up the bank, a narrow doorway alone

led out into another almost equally ill-built,
ill-kept labyrinth of dwellings.

Enough! The whole side of the Irk is built in
this way, a planless, knotted chaos of houses,
more or less on the verge of uninhabitableness,
whose unclean interiors fully correspond with
their filthy external surroundings. And how could
the people be clean with no proper opportunity
for satisfying the most natural and ordinary
wants? Privies are so rare here that they are either
filled up every day, or are too remote for most of
the inhabitants to use. How can people wash
when they have only the dirty Irk water at hand,
while pumps and water pipes can be found in
decent parts of the city alone? In truth, it cannot
be charged to the account of these helots of mod-
ern society if their dwellings are not more cleanly
than the pig-sties which are here and there to be
seen among them. The landlords are not ashamed
to let dwellings like the six or seven cellars on the
quay directly below Scotland Bridge, the floors of
which stand at least two feet below the low-water
level of the Irk that flows not six feet away from
them; or like the upper floor of the corner-house
on the opposite shore directly above the bridge,
where the ground floor, utterly uninhabitable,
stands deprived of all fittings for doors and win-
dows, a case by no means rare in this region,
when this open ground floor is used as a privy by
the whole neighbourhood for want of other
facilities! . . .

It may not be out of place to make some gen-
eral observations just here as to the customary
construction of working-men’s quarters in
Manchester. We have seen how in the Old Town
pure accident determined the grouping of the
houses in general. Every house is built without
reference to any other, and the scraps of space
between them are called courts for want of
another name. In the somewhat newer portions
of the same quarter, and in other working-men’s
quarters, dating from the early days of industrial
activity, a somewhat more orderly arrangement
may be found. The space between two streets is
divided into more regular, usually square courts.

These courts were built in this way from the
beginning, and communicate with the streets by
means of covered passages. If the totally planless
construction is injurious to the health of the
workers by preventing ventilation, this method of



shutting them up in courts surrounded on all
sides by buildings is far more so. The air simply
cannot escape; the chimneys of the houses are the
sole drains for the imprisoned atmosphere of the
courts, and they serve the purpose only so long as
fire is kept burning. Moreover, the houses sur-
rounding such courts are usually built back to
back, having the rear wall in common; and this
alone suffices to prevent any sufficient through
ventilation. And, as the police charged with care
of the streets, does not trouble itself about the
condition of these courts, as everything quietly
lies where it is thrown, there is no cause for won-
der at the filth and heaps of ashes and offal to be
found here. T have been in courts, in Millers Street,
at least half a foot below the level of the thor-
oughfares, and without the slightest drainage for
the water that accumulates in them in rainy
weather! More recently another different method
of building was adopted, and has now become
general. Working-men’s cottages are almost never
built singly, but always by the dozen or score; a
single contractor building up one or two streets at
a time. These are then arranged as follows: One
front is formed of cottages of the best class, so
fortunate as to possess a back door and small
court, and these command the highest rent. In the
rear of these cottages runs a narrow alley, the back
street, built up at both ends, into which either a
narrow roadway or a covered passage leads from
one side. The cottages which face this back street
command least rent, and are most neglected.
These have their rear walls in common with the
third row of cottages which face a second street,
and command less rent than the first row and
more than the second.

By this method of construction, comparatively
good ventilation can be obtained for the first row
of cottages, and the third row is no worse off than
in the former method. The middle row, on the
other hand, is at least as badly ventilated as the
houses in the courts, and the back street is always
in the same filthy, disgusting condition as they.
The contractors prefer this method because it
saves them space, and furnishes the means of
fleecing better paid workers through the higher
rents of the cottages in the first and third rows.
These three different forms of cottage building
are found all over Manchester and throughout
Lancashire and Yorkshire, often mixed up
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together, but usually separate enough to indicate
the relative age of parts of towns. The third sys-
tem, that of the back alleys, prevails largely in the
great working-men’s district east of St. George’s
Road and Ancoats Street, and is the one most
often found in the other working-men’s quarters
of Manchester and its suburbs.

In the last-mentioned broad district included
under the name Ancoats, stand the largest mills of
Manchester lining the canals, colossal six and
seven-storied buildings towering with their slen-
der chimneys far above the low cottages of the
workers. The population of the district consists,
therefore, chiefly of mill hands, and in the worst
streets, of hand-weavers. The streets nearest the
heart of the town are the oldest, and consequently
the worst; they are, however, paved, and supplied
with drains. Among them I include those nearest
to and parallel with Oldham Road and Great
Ancoats Street. Farther to the north-east lie many
newly-built-up streets; here the cottages look neat
and cleanly, doors and windows are new and
freshly painted, the rooms within newly white-
washed; the streets themselves are better aired, the
vacant building lots between them larger and
more numerous. But this can be said of a minority
of the houses only, while cellar dwellings are to be
found under almost every cottage; many streets
are unpaved and without sewers; and, worse than
all, this neat appearance is all pretence, a pretence
which vanishes within the first ten years. For the
construction of the cottages individually is no less
to be condemned than the plan of the streets. All
such cottages look neat and substantial at first;
their massive brick walls deceive the eye, and, on
passing through a newly-built working-men’s
street, without remembering the back alleys and
the construction of the houses themselves, one is
inclined to agree with the assertion of the Liberal
manufacturers that the working population is
nowhere so well housed as in England. But on
closer examination, it becomes evident that the
walls of these cottages are as thin as it is possible to
make them. The outer walls, those of the cellar,
which bear the weight of the ground floor and
roof, are one whole brick thick at most, the bricks
lying with their long sides touching; but I have
seen many a cottage of the same height, some in
process of building, whose outer walls were but
one-half brick thick, the bricks lying not side-
wise but lengthwise, their narrow ends touching.



16 Friedrich Engels

The object of this is to spare material, but there is
also another reason for it; namely, the fact that the
contractors never own the land but lease it, accord-
ing to the English custom, for twenty, thirty, forty,
fifty, or ninety-nine years, at the expiration of
which time it falls, with everything upon it, back
into the possession of the original holder, who
pays nothing in return for improvements upon it.
The improvements are therefore so calculated by
the lessee as to be worth as little as possible at the
expiration of the stipulated term. And as such cot-
tages are often built but twenty or thirty years
before the expiration of the term, it may easily be

imagined that the contractors make no unneces-
sary expenditures upon them. Moreover, these
contractors, usually carpenters and builders, or
manufacturers, spend little or nothing in repairs,
partly to avoid diminishing their rent receipts, and
partly in view of the approaching surrender of the
improvement to the landowner; while in
consequence of commercial crises and the loss of
work that follows them, whole streets often stand
empty, the cottages falling rapidly into ruin and
uninhabitableness. It is calculated in general that
working-men’s cottages last only forty years on
the average. . ..





