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If you have questions we’d love to hear from you: hi@leonardoenglish.com

Episode #233
The Great Stink

1st Feb, 2022

[00:00:00] Hello, hello hello, and welcome to English Learning for Curious Minds, by

Leonardo English.

[00:00:12] The show where you can listen to fascinating stories, and learn weird and

wonderful things about the world at the same time as improving your English.

[00:00:23] I'm Alastair Budge, and today we are going to be talking about The Great

Stink .1

[00:00:29] A stink, by the way, means a terrible smell, a foul odour .2 3

3 smell

2 extremely unpleasant

1 a terrible smell
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[00:00:35] And in London, in the mid-19th century, there was a great stink indeed, a

stink so bad, a smell so terrible, that it resulted in some of the most important, but

least visible , changes to the city in history.4

[00:00:54] So, in this episode, which I’m pleased to say does not come with an

accompanying fragrance , we will first talk about life in London in the 19th century,5 6

we’ll talk about the circumstances that led up to the Great Stink, what actually7

happened during the summer of 1858, the actions that were taken, and how this

changed the city of London forever.

[00:01:21] I should, perhaps, warn you that there will be some descriptions of some

pretty bad smells in the next twenty minutes, so if you were about to eat your breakfast,

then I’d press pause and do that first.

[00:01:35] OK then, The Great Stink, the smelliest story in the history of London.

[00:01:43] If you have been to London, you will know that it has a large river that runs

through the middle, called the Thames.

7 events, conditions

6 smell

5 appearing at the same time

4 able to be seen

© Leonardo English Limited www.leonardoenglish.com

http://www.leonardoenglish.com


English Learning for Curious Minds | Episode #233
The Great Stink

[00:01:52] Without this river, there would have been no London, or at least London

would never have been what it is today. The Romans chose to settle on the northern

banks of London because the Thames provided easy access.

[00:02:07] The Vikings sailed up the Thames to attack medieval London, and the

Thames later on provided fantastic access to both trade and military ships.

[00:02:19] It’s a big river, both wide and deep.

[00:02:24] At London Bridge, in the centre of London, it’s around 250 metres wide, and

can be up to 25 metres deep.

[00:02:34] It’s also a tidal river, meaning that the level of the water in the river goes up8

and down with the tide .9

[00:02:44] And for centuries, in fact for the entirety of the history of London, the Thames

was the main source both of drinking water and the main rubbish tip for Londoners.10

[00:02:59] Waste from industry, waste from cooking, waste from slaughterhouses -11

the places where animals were killed - and of course human waste, urine and faeces -

most of it ended up in the Thames.

11 places where animals were killed for their meat

10 an area where people throw their rubbish or waste, refuse dump

9 the rise and fall of the sea or river that happens twice a day due to the effect of the moon

8 affected by the rise and fall of the water that happens twice a day due to the effect of the moon
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[00:03:15] I know what you’re probably thinking.

[00:03:17] Hmm, getting your drinking water from the same place where you put your

rubbish doesn’t sound like a good idea.

[00:03:25] But what people in London thought was that, because the Thames was a

tidal river and so close to the sea, all of the bad stuff would be flushed out to sea, and12

the water would be fine to drink.

[00:03:42] The problem was that the tide was so strong that it also pulled all of the

rubbish back up the river, so it wasn’t so simple as all of the waste just going in one

direction.

[00:03:56] But the river was big, and for centuries the population of London was

sufficiently small that it didn’t really matter.13

[00:04:07] In the year 1300 London was one of the biggest cities in Europe, but its

population was still only around 80,000 people.

[00:04:18] By 1800 it had reached a million, and by 1860 it had grown threefold to over14

3 million.

[00:04:28] The river Thames was, of course, still the same size.

14 three times as much

13 enough

12 led or driven by the water
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[00:04:32] The city was cramped , it was crowded .15 16

[00:04:36] Very few people had flushing toilets, and they would take their household17

waste to primitive cesspits , essentially just holes in the ground full of waste.18 19

[00:04:50] These cesspits would often overflow , leading to horrible waste flowing20

down the streets of the city.

[00:04:59] Some of these cesspits were linked up to sewers .21 22

[00:05:03] Now, sewer is a word that we’ll hear a lot in this episode - a sewer is the23

underground pipe used to take waste away from one area to another.

[00:05:15] These sewers were often very basic, normally made of wood, which meant

that they would frequently leak waste into the ground.24

24 allow it to escape

23 the underground pipe used to take waste away from one area to another

22 a system of underground pipes used to take waste away from one area to another

21 connected

20 be so full that the contents went over the sides

19 large underground holes

18 not developed, basic

17 cleaned by causing large quantities of water to fall in them

16 full of people

15 not having enough space
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[00:05:27] They, theoretically, led the waste directly into the Thames, which was by the

mid-19th century collecting all of the waste of a rapidly industrialising city of 3 million

people.

[00:05:42] The city had, by this time, developed its own nasty smell.25

[00:05:48] I’ll leave you to think about exactly what that smell would have been, but it

certainly wasn’t nice.

[00:05:55] And starting in 1831, the city had started to see outbreaks of cholera, a26

nasty infection that causes vomiting and diarrhea . These outbreaks continued, and27

tens of thousands of people died.

[00:06:14] The presiding belief about how infections spread at this time was28

something called the miasma theory, which essentially says that diseases and

infections such as cholera spread through bad air.

[00:06:31] Although we now know that this was completely false, it isn’t hard to imagine

how people came to this conclusion. The city was very smelly, there was lots of rotting

28 most common, dominant

27 watery and frequent flow of waste coming from the human body

26 sudden increases or occurrences

25 very unpleasant
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food and waste around, and it seemed plausible that this nasty smell was causing29 30

cholera.

[00:06:53] It was, in fact, an English physician called John Snow who first suggested31

that cholera was caused by drinking contaminated water. Although he conducted32

several experiments that strongly suggested this was the case, his suggestions were

largely ignored.

[00:07:14] The miasma theory had been the dominant theory since Hippocrates in the

fourth century BC, so simply saying it was wrong was a bold move.33

[00:07:27] Given that the presiding belief was that it was bad smells that caused

disease to spread, the authorities in London hurried to get rid of the open, stinking34 35

cesspits, and move to flushing sewers that would take the waste more quickly away

from the areas in which people lived, and flush it out into the Thames.36

36 lead or drive by using water

35 having a terrible smell

34 be free of, do away with

33 brave, daring

32 not clean, poisonous

31 a doctor who has general medical skills

30 likely to be true

29 spoiled, gone bad
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[00:07:51] This might have made the streets smell slightly better, but did nothing to

help the outbreaks of cholera, which is, of course, an infection carried by

contaminated water, it isn’t something you get through bad smells.

[00:08:08] The water was still filthy , and the sewers leaked into the drinking water,37 38

and there were continued outbreaks of cholera.

[00:08:18] Then in the summer of 1858, in fact only a month after the death of John

Snow, the city was hit by a heatwave .39

[00:08:30] Now, you probably don’t associate London, or any part of the UK for that40

matter , with wonderful hot weather, but at times it can get quite hot.41

[00:08:41] And the summer of 1858 was one of those times.

[00:08:46] Towards the end of June the temperature started rising. It got to 35 degrees

Centigrade in the shade and up to 48 degrees in the sun.

[00:08:58] Lovely, you might think.

41 used to say that what is said about one thing is also true about something

40 connect

39 a period of very hot weather

38 allowed it to escape

37 dirty
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[00:09:00] Well, it might be lovely if you are sitting on a beach somewhere sipping a42

cold drink.

[00:09:06] But it was not lovely in London.

[00:09:09] Now, I want you to imagine what the effect of this temperature would be on a

river 25 metres deep and 250 metres wide that, for its entire history, has been filled with

human waste, dead animals, industrial waste and all sorts of horrible, rotting things.

[00:09:30] Imagine this dark brown water getting heated up to almost 50 degrees

Centigrade under the hot sun. It started to evaporate , leaving pieces of waste on the43

banks, and reducing to a thick brown slime .44

[00:09:49] It was horrible to look at, but even worse to smell.

[00:09:54] In a letter to a friend, the author Charles Dickens wrote “I can certify that45

the offensive smells, even in that short whiff , have been of a most46

head-and-stomach-distending nature”

46 brief passing smell

45 confirm, verify

44 a sticky unpleasant liquid substance

43 become air (for a liquid)

42 drinking by taking small amounts
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[00:10:09] A whiff means a smell, and “head-and-stomach-distending” means causing

your head and stomach to swell , to grow in size.47

[00:10:20] The smell covered the entire city, and before long newspapers were reporting

on it as “The Great Stink”.

[00:10:28] Even Queen Victoria couldn’t escape it. During the summer of 1858 she tried

to go on a pleasure cruise with her husband, Albert, down the river Thames.48

[00:10:40] She had taken a bouquet of flowers with her, and kept it close to her face,49

right up against her nose, to avoid the terrible smell.

[00:10:50] But it was too much for her. She only lasted a few minutes before instructing

the boat to turn around - so awful was the stench .50 51

[00:11:01] It was also too much for the Members of Parliament, the MPs, whose place of

business, the Houses of Parliament, was on the banks of the river. All of the curtains of

the building were covered in lime chloride in an attempt to cover up the smell.

51 a very unpleasant smell

50 very unpleasant

49 a bunch of flowers arranged in a nice way

48 a trip in a boat for pleasure

47 grow in size
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[00:11:19] MPs ran from one meeting to another with their handkerchiefs in front of52

their noses. People literally couldn’t work because the smell coming from outside was

so terrible.

[00:11:32] And it wasn’t like there was an immediate way to fix it.

[00:11:38] There was, essentially, a huge, bubbling open sewer that ran through the53

heart of the city. Centuries of waste lay in it, rotting and giving off a terrible smell with

the heat.

[00:11:53] The authorities tried to pour lime directly into the river, and up to 25054

tonnes of lime was poured into the river every single week.55

[00:12:06] In the end, as the temperature dropped, it started to rain and the river started

to flow again, the smell improved and the smell on the streets of London went from

absolutely disgusting and so bad that you couldn’t even breathe to just bad.

[00:12:24] But it was clear to all that something had to be done. Simply putting all of the

city’s waste into the river wasn’t an option.

[00:12:35] There had been plenty of warnings of this before, going back even to the 17th

century, 200 years before, but it really took such a terrible event, one that affected

55 thrown (for a liquid), spilled

54 cause it to flow, spill

53 containing balls of gas or air (for a liquid)

52 pieces of cloth or paper used for cleaning the nose or drying the eyes
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everyone in the city, and one that also affected the top politicians in the country

personally, for any action to be taken.

[00:12:57] The action they decided to take was a complete overhaul of the city’s56

sewage system, of the system of taking waste away from the city.57

[00:13:08] A civil engineer called Joseph Bazalgette had proposed a plan to do this in

1856 but it had been rejected on the grounds that it was too expensive.58

[00:13:22] The summer of 1858, and the terrible smell that had filled the air of the

nation’s capital, made it clear that almost no price was too high to not have to relive ,59

or should I say resmell, that experience.

[00:13:38] Indeed, there was an article in The Times newspaper that read “Parliament

was all but compelled to legislate upon the great London nuisance by the force of60 61 62

sheer stench".63

63 great

62 problem, annoyance

61 make new laws

60 forced, pressed

59 live through again

58 for the reason

57 human body waste

56 general examination and repair
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[00:13:52] Essentially, the smell was so bad that the government had to do something.

[00:13:58] On August 2nd, a month and a half into the Great Stink, Parliament voted to

support Bazalgette’s plan, and work started in early 1859.

[00:14:10] The plan was both incredibly complicated and beautifully simple.

[00:14:16] Bazalgette used the natural geography of London to carry waste from the

higher areas to the lower ones, allowing gravity to do the hard work, and using

pumping stations when required.

[00:14:31] Several of the sewers were built using an egg shape, wider at the top than

the bottom, which meant the liquid would flow more effectively.

[00:14:42] There was still the problem of how to actually put these large sewers under a

city that already had three million people.

[00:14:51] Bazalgette’s genius was to reclaim land from the river, and to put the64

sewers on the banks of the river in the most built-up areas.65

[00:15:02] There’s an area in central London, just south of Trafalgar Square, called The

Embankment.

65 covered by buildings

64 make it available for human use
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[00:15:09] It used to be part of the river Thames, but Bazalgette reclaimed this land66

and built a large pipe for his sewer, meaning that he didn’t need to dig below houses,

he simply dug part of the river and built on top of this.

[00:15:26] It was a monumental piece of engineering. He used 318 million bricks,67

670,000 metres cubed of concrete , and it resulted in over 2,000 kilometres of sewers68

under London.

[00:15:43] The entire project cost £6.5 million, which is today’s equivalent of just over a

billion Euros.

[00:15:53] But if there was ever money well-spent , this was it.69

[00:15:59] Bazalgette had the foresight to understand that he needed to build a70

sewage system for the London of the future, and he actually made the pipes twice as

large as they needed to be at the time.

[00:16:14] The sewer system that Bazalgette put into place is still in operation today, his

is still the basis for all of the sewers in London.

70 ability to judge or predict correctly what would be needed in the future

69 spent for a good reason

68 a building material that becomes hard as a stone

67 very big and important

66 made it available for human use
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[00:16:24] The city was so thankful for his work that it was even proposed that he was

given a bonus of almost a million Euros. This would have been completely

unprecedented - he was a public servant , and the Victorians were not known for71 72

handing out money.73

[00:16:44] And although it was initially approved, the bonus was later denied , but it74

just shows quite how thankful people were for his work.

[00:16:56] He is certainly one of the unsung heroes , the unknown heroes of London,75 76

and it is his work, his fantastic engineering, that has meant that The Great Stink is an

experience that Londoners have not had to repeat.

[00:17:12] If you go to London, you can see a monument to Joseph Bazalgette on the

Victoria Embankment, a testament to all that he has done to the city.77

[00:17:23] Or, you can simply go to the bathroom, flush the toilet, close your eyes, think

about this story, and be thankful for Joseph Bazalgette.

77 something that serves as a sign or recognition of an important event

76 not known

75 people who provide great benefits but don't receive recognition or credit

74 refused, rejected

73 giving a share of something, giving out

72 someone who worked for the state

71 not having happened in the past
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[00:17:36] OK then, that is it for today's episode on The Great Stink.

[00:17:41] I hope it's been an interesting one, and that you've learnt something new.

[00:17:45] As always, I would love to know what you thought of this episode.

[00:17:49] Did you know anything about the story of The Great Stink? Do you have any

examples of other “unsung heroes” from your city or country?

[00:17:58] And have there ever been any similar episodes, any times where a town you

know has been covered in foul smells, and people have had to do something about it?

[00:18:09] I would love to know, so let’s get this discussion started.

[00:18:13] You can head right into our community forum, which is at

community.leonardoenglish.com and get chatting away to other curious minds.

[00:18:23] You've been listening to English Learning for Curious Minds, by Leonardo

English.

[00:18:28] I'm Alastair Budge, you stay safe, and I'll catch you in the next episode.

[END OF EPISODE]
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Key vocabulary

Word Definition

Stink a terrible smell

Foul extremely unpleasant

Odour smell

Visible able to be seen

Accompanying appearing at the same time

Fragrance smell

Circumstances events, conditions

Tidal affected by the rise and fall of the water that happens twice a day due

to the effect of the moon

Tide the rise and fall of the sea or river that happens twice a day due to the

effect of the moon

Rubbish tip an area where people throw their rubbish or waste, refuse dump

Slaughterhouses places where animals were killed for their meat
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Flushed out led or driven by the water

Sufficiently enough

Threefold three times as much

Cramped not having enough space

Crowded full of people

Flushing cleaned by causing large quantities of water to fall in them

Primitive not developed, basic

Cesspits large underground holes

Overflow be so full that the contents went over the sides

Linked up connected

Sewers a system of underground pipes used to take waste away from one area

to another

Sewer the underground pipe used to take waste away from one area to

another

Leak allow it to escape

Nasty very unpleasant
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Outbreaks sudden increases or occurrences

Diarrhea watery and frequent flow of waste coming from the human body

Presiding most common, dominant

Rotting spoiled, gone bad

Plausible likely to be true

Physician a doctor who has general medical skills

Contaminated not clean, poisonous

Bold brave, daring

Get rid of be free of, do away with

Stinking having a terrible smell

Flush lead or drive by using water

Filthy dirty

Leaked allowed it to escape

Heatwave a period of very hot weather

Associate connect
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For that matter used to say that what is said about one thing is also true about

something

Sipping drinking by taking small amounts

Evaporate become air (for a liquid)

Slime a sticky unpleasant liquid substance

Certify confirm, verify

Whiff brief passing smell

Swell grow in size

Pleasure cruise a trip in a boat for pleasure

Bouquet a bunch of flowers arranged in a nice way

Awful very unpleasant

Stench a very unpleasant smell

Handkerchiefs pieces of cloth or paper used for cleaning the nose or drying the eyes

Bubbling containing balls of gas or air (for a liquid)

Pour cause it to flow, spill

Poured thrown (for a liquid), spilled
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Overhaul general examination and repair

Sewage human body waste

On the grounds for the reason

Relive live through again

Compelled forced, pressed

Legislate make new laws

Nuisance problem, annoyance

Sheer great

Reclaim make it available for human use

Built-up covered by buildings

Reclaimed made it available for human use

Monumental very big and important

Concrete a building material that becomes hard as a stone

Well-spent spent for a good reason

Foresight ability to judge or predict correctly what would be needed in the future
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Unprecedented not having happened in the past

Public servant someone who worked for the state

Handing out giving a share of something, giving out

Denied refused, rejected

Unsung heroes people who provide great benefits but don't receive recognition or

credit

Unknown not known

Testament something that serves as a sign or recognition of an important event

We’d love to get your feedback on this episode.

What did you like? What could we do better?

What did you struggle to understand?

Let us know in the forum community.leonardoenglish.com
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