[image: image1.png]Cholera was an extraordinarily lurid sample of the perils that ordinarily menaced the health of tenement
dwellers. Twenty Orange Street and the many houses like it merited no particular attention in ordinary
times; in the summer of 1849 it was impossible to ignore them, impossible to ignore the connection
between the fate of those who died in these tenements and the conditions in which they had lived. Twenty-
two pigs made their home in one New York frame building from which five cholera cases were taken. In
Philadelphia, “a free couple of color,” dyi
room in which they lived; in a Boston cellar, the tide rose so high that a physician could only approach a

ng of cholera, were removed from the four and a half by seven foot

patient’s bedside by means of planks laid from one stool to another. The dead body of an infant in its coffin
floated in another part of the room.




[image: image2.png]swam each day from the city to the island, burrowed quickl:

of the excess flesh before it could mortify. Within the city itself land was at a premium, and churchyards

7 into the hastily covered trenches, and disposed

permitted the burial of coffins two and three deep.22 Human bodies were not as numerous as the carcasses
of the animals butchered each day in the city’s abattoirs. During the epidemic, the bone-boiling
establishments that normally disposed of these carcasses were ordered closed as menaces to the public
health. As a result, the bones and offal of hundreds of animals were thrown each day into the river to
putrefy, wedged against docks and slips by the returning tides.32

Tempering the disgraceful with the absurd was the Sanatory Committee’s campaign against the city’s

pigs. Despite the warnings of physicians, it was almost impossible to separate the poor from their pigs, a
cheap and reliable source of garbage-fattened bacon and hams. Riots and subterfuge confronted the police
when they attempted to move the hogs into the city’s less crowded upper wards. The porkers had to be
flushed out of cellars and garrets, where their fond owners had secreted them. Nevertheless, as a result of

police persistence—and clubs—five or six thousand swine were being “boarded out” by the middle of June.

But concentrated now in the northern wards, they soon became a menace to the residents of these usually
peaceful environs.34




[image: image3.png]The city seemed unable even to bury its own dead. Bodies might lie for hours, in some cases for days, in
the streets before they were started on their way to Potter’s Field. After being unloaded from the scows that
brought them to the city cemetery on Randall's Island, the dead were deposited in a wide trench some
hundred yards in length, one body on top of another to within a foot or two of the surface. Fortunately,
they were not allowed to lie thus and infect the city with the odor of their putrefaction. Thousands of rats
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Kindle edition (originally published in 1962)
[image: image5.png]There was little doubt in the minds of medical men, however, that cholera could thrive wherever there
was sufficient filth. And no extraordinary sensibilities were required to see and smell the potential death in
America’s cities and villages. Few communities could provide their citizens with a reliable supply of wate;
sanitation and waste disposal were everywhere inadequate. Pigs, dogs, and goats still provided the only
effective sanitation in many American cities. Pigs in the streets, like Brother Jonathan and the Indians,
were an ineradicable part of the European image of the United States.

The hogs roamed everywhere. In New York pig-naping became a recognized trade (practiced by men who
toured the city in wagons, scooping up unwatched pigs and selling them to butchers). In Little Rock,
Arkansas, the porkers filled the streets and had, as one editor put it, begun to “dispute the side walks with
other per Such whimsey could not be shared by the parents of children killed or mutilated by




[image: image6.png]Foreigners regarded dyspepsia as America’s national malady,
and an American dinner could easily be an unnerving
experience. Filthy and adulterated food was prepared with little
care or cleanliness in kitchens swarming with flies and then
bolted as rapidly as possible—perhaps in self-defense. Although
cleanliness was appreciated as an abstract virtue, its observance
in practice left much to be desired. A New England physician
remarked that not one in five of his patients bathed or washed
their bodies in water once a year. © And this was the wholesome

New England countryside. For the city poor, maintaining any

kind of cleanliness was almost impossible. Most lived in tiny
unventilated apartments, often with whole fumilies—and

perhaps a few boarders—occupying the same room, a condition
deplored by pl
and degraded lived in unfinished cellars, their walls a mat of

icians and moralists alike. The most miserable

slime, sewage, and moisture after every rain. Houses adjoined
stables, abattoirs, and soap factories; their front yards were the
meeting place of dogs, swine, chickens, and horses.




[image: image7.png]Apprehensive New Yorkers took stock of their city and were
not reassured by what they saw and smelled. New York was
dirty, and dirt seemed to breed disease—not only cholera, but
yellow fever, malaria, and every other sort of pestilence. Boston
and Philadelphia seemed immaculate country villages by
comparison.

The thousands of swine that roamed its streets were the
hame, but, nevertheless, its only efficient scavengers.
The indifference of the Common Council to the problem of

sanitation almost necessitated the lenience, if not affection,
with which the pigs were treated. Ordinances to control them
were passed from time to time, but never enforced. Respectable
folk were continually exasperated by the sight of the beasts,
some even threatening to shoot them on sight.
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