
 

Learning Links 
 

Public Health in 19th 
Century Manchester 

Water Supply 
 

Teacher's Notes 
 

King David High School History Department worked with Manchester 
Archives and Local Studies in 2008 to produce resources using the archives 
for Key Stage 3 History teachers to use in class. The project was funded by 
Museums, Libraries and Archives (MLA) North West. 
This resource sheet uses digitised archive sources to investigate the politics 
of water supply in a time of growing demand. It is intended as an introduction 
to the archives and the ways in which they can be used in class, both to 
convey the content of the sources and to analyse their reliability. Please feel 
free to copy or modify the notes for educational use. All of the images can be 
downloaded from the website. 

archiveslocalstudies@manchester.gov.uk to arrange class visits to the archives, for 
access to more digitised sources, or for more information. 
 

 

Teachers should call 0161 832 5284 or email 



Water Supply 
 
It was common in poorer areas of Manchester for whole streets to share one source of 
water. Some streets had water pumps or fountains, which supplied drinking water from 
wells or small reservoirs nearby. These street taps led to problems of storage and 
cleanliness. The ignorance of the public, many of whom did not know the dangers of 
contaminated water, was also a problem. The Longdendale Reservoir was situated 18 
miles east of Manchester in the Pennines. It was one of the first of its kind in the country 
when it first opened in 1851. By 1875, however, it was obvious that the city's growing 
population would need even more water, and plans were drawn up to build a reservoir in 
the Lake District. 
 
Look at these images of a water pump and a water fountain. The cartoon on the left is from 
the magazine Fun in 1866, while the photograph on the right is of a child drinking from a 
fountain near London Road in 1895: 

 
 

 How has the cartoonist shown the dangers of the fountain? 
 How many other people do you think will drink from the cup on the chain each day? 
 What do you notice about the cobbles at the boy's feet? Why might this be a 

problem? 
 Imagine you are a householder in 1860. This is your only source of water. How do 

you get it to your house? How do you store it in your house? What could you do to 
remove any impurities in the water? 

 

Fun, 18 Aug 1866 m48586 



The Thirlmere Water Scheme, which first delivered water in 1894, was seen as a great 
engineering success. It solved Manchester's water supply problems by linking the city with 
a large supply of clean water almost 100 miles away in the Lake District. But there was 
much opposition to the scheme from people who were concerned about the physical 
impact the scheme would have on the beautiful local scenery. This is the first page of a 
report published by the Thirlmere Defence Association, a pressure group which argued the 
case against the scheme: 
 

 
 How can you tell that the author is against the scheme? What kind of language 

does he use? 
 What are the arguments on each side of the debate? Who benefits? Who suffers? 
 Imagine you are a housewife in 1870 living near Deansgate, and you have to travel 

each day the length of the street to collect water in buckets. Do you think the 
scheme should go ahead? Why? 

 What environmental or construction issues nowadays can you compare with the 
Thirlmere Scheme? 
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This is a map of the lake from the 
Thirlmere Defence Association's 
pamphlet. It shows the original size of 
the lake (in brown) and the size of the 
lake after the water has been drained 
in the summer (in blue). 
 

 Imagine you live at Armboth, 
on the left hand side of the 
lake. How do you feel about 
the scheme? How will it affect 
your life? 

 Imagine you have a hotel 
nearby. How will your guests 
react to the change in 
scenery? 

 How does the artist use the 
colour brown to dramatise the 
map? Why do you think the 
artist has done this? 

 Do you think this pamphlet is a 
trustworthy historical source? 
What do we have to bear in 
mind when using it to study the 
history of Manchester? 
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This is a similar map produced by the 
Manchester Corporation Waterworks. The red 
areas show the extent of the reservoir with the 
water level raised by 20 feet. The blue areas 
show the size of the reservoir with the water 
level raised by 50 feet. 
 

 What do the red and blue areas 
represent on this map? 

 What do you notice about the 
surrounding countryside in this map? 
How is it different from the Thirlmere 
Defence Association's map? 

 Why do you think that Manchester 
Corporation Waterworks has chosen not 
to draw attention to the landscape 
around the lake? 
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The Thirlmere Defence Association also included newspaper and magazine coverage of 
the proposed scheme in their pamphlet. Here are three extracts from publications at the 
time: 

 
 Are these extracts for or against the scheme? How can you tell? 
 Why do you think that the Defence Association included them in their pamphlet? 
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This list is from a petition to parliament against the scheme: 

 
 What do you notice about the job titles of most of these men? 
 Do you think the poor people of Manchester would have been for or against the 

scheme? 
 On the source evidence you have seen, do you think the reservoir should have 

been built? Why? 
 Is the issue of water supply still relevant to us in the 21st century? Where in the 

world? Are the issues still the same? 

M231/2/2 



Glossary 
 
Contaminate (verb) to make impure or unsuitable by contact or mixture with something 
unclean, bad, etc. (e.g. to contaminate drinking water with dirt) 
 
Feet (noun plural) an Imperial measurement of length: one foot equals 30.5 cm. 
 
Lake District (noun) an area of outstanding beauty in the North West of England which 
includes England's largest National Park, highest mountain and deepest lake. 
 
Pamphlet (noun) a short, easily published, leaflet. Often political in content. 
 
Parliament (noun) a national assembly of political representatives. 
 
Pennines (noun plural) a low-rising mountain range in northern England and southern 
Scotland. They separate the North West of England from Yorkshire and the North East. 
 
Petition (noun) a request, often signed by a number of people, to change something, for 
example local or national government policy. 
 
Pressure group (noun) a group of people with similar interests that tries to influence policy 
and especially governmental legislation, regarding its particular concerns and priorities. 
 
Reservoir (noun) a natural or artificial place where water is collected and stored for use, 
especially water for supplying a community, irrigating land, producing power, etc. 
 
 



Further reading 
 
Bateman, John, History and Description of the Manchester Waterworks, 1884 (628.1) 
 
Harwood, J. J., History and Description of the Thirlmere Water Scheme, 1895 (628 1 H1) 
 
Quayle, Tom, Reservoirs in the Hills, 1988 (q628.132QU) 
 
Thirlmere Defence Association, Manchester and Thirlmere Water Scheme, 1877 (628.1) 
 
The Manchester Corporation Waterworks Undertaking – A Short History and Description, 
1930 (628 1 Ma(660) 
 
M126 Manchester and Salford Sanitary Association, 1848-1924 
 
M231 Manchester and Salford Waterworks Co.,1836-1841, Manchester Corporation 
Waterworks, 1848-1966 
 
Museum of Science & Industry: ‘Underground Manchester’ Gallery 
http://www.msim.org.uk/media/1186658/waterandwasteteacherspdf.pdf 

http://www.msim.org.uk/media/1186658/waterandwasteteacherspdf.pdf
http://www.dswebhosting.info/manchester/dserve.exe?&dsqIni=Dserve.ini&dsqApp=Site11&dsqCmd=show.tcl&dsqDb=Catalog&dsqPos=0&dsqSearch=(RefNo='m126')
http://www.dswebhosting.info/manchester/dserve.exe?&dsqIni=Dserve.ini&dsqApp=Site11&dsqCmd=show.tcl&dsqDb=Catalog&dsqPos=0&dsqSearch=(RefNo='m231')


Teacher feedback form 
 
Name of Teacher:       Date: 
 
School name and address:     Postcode: 
 
 
 
Phone number:       Email: 
  
 
What year group do you teach?  (Mixed year? Please tick all that apply) 
Pre 5   Reception   Year 1    Year 2 
Year 3   Year 4    Year 5    Year 6 
Year 7   Year 8    Year 9    Year 10 
Year 11  Year 12   
  
Service provided  
Did you find the resource sheet useful?  Very   Moderately   No  
Please explain why: 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
Which part of the resource worked best? 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
Which part did not work for you? 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
How did you use the resource with your class? 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
What could we do to improve the resource? 
………………………………………………………………………………………………………… 
 
Curriculum Covered (Cross Curriculum?  Please tick all that apply) 
Citizenship     History 
Geography      Personal, Social, Health Education 
Science        
 
Funding for activity   
The School / Organisation   Museum/Archive Core funding   
Strategic Commissioning   Renaissance Funding   
MLA Regional Agency   Arts Council England 
Heritage Lottery Fund   Local Heritage Initiative (HLF) 
Big Lottery     Other 
      Please name: …………………………. 

County Record Office (with Manchester Archives), 56 Marshall St., Manchester, M4 5FU 
 or to Greater Manchester Please return this form to archiveslocalstudies@manchester.gov.uk

Thank you 


