
Fog, Smoke and the Press in 
Nineteenth Century Britain

Ian Colbeck

Institute of Physics Meeting, Bristol 2005



It's just good clean soot
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5000001d weeklyLloyd’s Weekly

1900001d dailyDaily Telegraph

700001d weeklyIllustrated London News

630003d dailyThe Times

400003d weeklyPunch

200006d weeklySaturday Review

100002d weeklyTomahawk

40008d weeklySpectator

25002s 0d monthlyEconomist

CirculationPrice



Dust



The Times

1 March 1856 :"Gasping for breath" writes 'cannot you 
say a word that will waken the water-carts?…. March 
is the driest, dustiest month in the year…'. 

15 March :'may I occupy a corner of your paper with a 
word or two on a public nuisance - namely, the total 
absence of water-carts in this season of dust and 
wind?…..'. 

28 March :'why the great thoroughfare from Great 
George Street to Victoria Street is never watered? Is it 
that March dust is good for the eyes….'. 
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Punch 1853 published a report pertaining to an 
"important meeting of the smoke makers". 

The meeting was attended by 'those engaged in the 
manufacture of that atmospheric canopy, the sable 
expanse of which extends over London and its environs'. 

The meeting was attended by gentlemen, such as Mr 
Longshaft, Mr Funnell and Mr Cowl, who profess 'the 
principles of free carbon'. The resolution 'that the 
principle of the Smoke Bill was at variance with the 
constitution of England' was debated. 



'smoke possessed curative properties, especially in 
reference to hams; and the very essence of smoke was 
applied for the cure of kippered salmon. He had sent some 
bottles of smoke from his own brew-house to a celebrated 
German chemist, who had written him a certificate in the 
form of a letter, to the effect that he had analysed the 
smoke , and found it to consist principally of carbon, which 
possessed antiseptic properties; sulphurous and carbonic 
acid gases : the former of which acted as a tonic, whilst the 
latter constituted the enlivening element of battle ale and 
stout, ginger beer and soda water. The philosopher had 
accompanied this statement by a declaration that, for his 
part, liked the smoke as a perfume, and would be glad to a 
few more bottles for his own personal use.'
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Punch 1880

'Since 1843 legislative enactments of one sort and another 
have more or less feebly and ineffectively shown fight 
against the Fog Fiend and his friends…..Acts whose 
operation is left to the initiative of vestries and the police 
are like pulp-shotted pop-guns, powderless and 
powerless…..But what a toothless old lion of legislative lark 
it becomes when followed by the humorous saving clause 
"as far as possible"….Forests of factory chimneys, three 
millions and a half of fire-places, and all the selfishness, 
stupidity, obstinacy, and inertia represented by or 
associated with these facts - practical reformers will not 
want telling what a formidable array of opposition forces is 
here….



if the smoke nuisance were removed, the washing bill 
of the Metropolis, which is estimated at six millions 
annually, might be reduced by one half…Science can 
find other uses for unconsumed carbon than darkening 
our days, defacing our monuments and irritating our 
bronchial mucous membranes''.



The Fog and Smoke Committee secured what was, for those 
days good press coverage (The Times 25 October 1880, 3,10, 
16 and 26 November 1880). This committee also succeeded 
in having relevant letters and circulars published. 

6 January 1881 The Times published the list of speakers for a 
meeting, organized by the committee, at Mansion House. Full 
details of the meeting appeared on 10 January together will a 
letter of support, sent to the committee from Mrs Gladstone, 
who had evidently been invited but was unable to attend. 

She wrote 'The nuisance of smoke is, indeed, horrible. Mr 
Gladstone and I often speak of it, and I, may express our own 
feelings most truly in saying how thankful we should be if wise 
steps be taken so as to bring the matter forward in a practical 
manner'. 



The Times 18 November 1898 published a letter from Sir 
William Richard, an eminent artist, describing how the fog on 
17 November was by ten o'clock in the morning ' too dark to 
permit the reading of letters; and, half an hour latter, the 
darkness was comparable to a total eclipse of the sun.
Richmond wrote that the culprits were the vestries of the 
London parishes which had the power to prosecute offenders 
under the Public Health (London) Act of 1891 - 'the law is 
clear….the enforcement of it is all that is needed..'. 

This view was supported by the leading article on the 
following day and two more supporting letters. Further articles 
or letters under the heading "The Smoke Nuisance" appeared 
on 22, 23, 24 and 25 November 1898. 



The Times 15 September 1845

Sir, I am inhabitant of Chelsea, and my garden runs 
down to the Thames, but I am so annoyed by the smoke 
of the steam-boats constantly passing up and down, that 
not only is my garden insufferable to myself and family, 
but my house is repeatedly filled with smoke, which 
destroys my furniture. I hope you will take up the cause 
of us living by the waterside, or I must quit my house, as 
many more seem inclined to do. Surely there ought to be 
an act of Parliament to oblige all steam vessel plying 
above bridge to consume their own smoke.

An Inhabitant



The Times 1 August 1864

Sir, The Great Western dragon still goes up and down 
the valley of the Thames, puffing its sulphurous blasts 
many times a day over my poor little lawn, and filling my 
miniature drawing-room with scorching dust.

Smoked, not cured



Fog



The Times 6 November 1805:

'yesterday proved foggy in the metropolis, during the whole 
day, but about 5 o'clock the thickest fog came on which has 
been remembered for twenty years; it is difficult to describe 
the awful scene which the Strand and other busy streets 
presented. The thickness of the fog obscured entirely the 
light of the street lamps….The coaches could only move 
with a foot pace, and to avoid running against each other, 
there was a continual hallooing out; this combined with the 
screams of others who conceived themselves in danger of 
being run over, presented altogether an alarming scene'. 

3 January 1814  'the mail and other coaches were delayed 
unusually long. The Glasgow coach, which should reach 
Stamford by eight, did not arrive on Tuesday until two in the 
afternoon……many of the coaches were over turned, the 
York mail twice'. 



The Times 20 February 1842 

One night, during the late dense fog, John Tindall, a 
mechanic, was returning home from town, when the fog 
become so dense that he missed his way, and tumble head 
foremost into the Regent's canal. Fortunately for him a 
barge was passing at a short distance, so that the persons 
on board heard his cries for assistance and they made as 
much haste as they could towards him, and with some 
exertion succeeded in getting him out. Tindall, not wishing 
to alarm his family by going home in such a condition, called 
in at the house of Mr Carter, and sent a person named 
Henry Peale to the Three Colts to procure some brandy. 



The latter made his way tolerably well to the 
tavern, but on his return he missed it; and, after 
floundering about for some time, dropped into a 
deep well in the garden of Mr Carter. His 
lengthened absence caused some suspicion for 
his safety, and upon his friend going to look for 
him, his cries directed them to the wall, from 
which he was taken without much injury, but with 
the loss of the brandy



Punch 1846

Some surprise was manifested in London at the sudden 
disappearance of all the symptoms of an intense fog that 
had prevailed a few days before; and it was only on our 
reading a paragraph in a country paper, that we read the 
fact of the London fog having arrived at Birmingham……It 
was called a real London fog, and it must have been a 
genuine town-made, for, with all their skill in manufactures, 
it would be impossible to produce a similar article in 
Birmingham.



The Times (12 December 1873) 

'it paralysed the trade of the Metropolis and 'it inflicted a 
loss of time and money upon many persons'. Cows at a 
show in Islington were reported to have suffocated. 

6 February 1882: 'street traffic was impeded and gradually 
suspended…..the hearing of cases had to be deferred 
because witness could not find their way to the courts…In 
the evening, many theatres and places of amusement 
were comparatively deserted and the fog inside the 
buildings rendered it difficult for the actors and the 
audience to see each other. In one case the performance 
was abandoned'. 

14 March 1882 The Times notes that on one day of the 
fog the Gas Light and Coke Company supplied 75 million 
cubic feet of gas for which it charged £12,000.
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Punch 1873 "Effects of the Fog"

'Mr Rory O'Rafferty, a Goody Templar, strayed into a gin-
shop while strolling home from work, having by sheer 
accident, the denseness of the atmosphere, mistaken the 
establishment for a coffee-shop’

'Master Nobbleby indulged in a pipe at his Aunt's, trusting 
that the smoke would not be smelt in such a foul 
atmosphere.'

‘Mr Shirker found the fog so dense on starting his business 
that he stayed prudently at home, and played all day at 
billiards with is pretty cousin Polly.’
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