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‘The constantly-changing London scene has been changing
more rapidly than ever in the twenty years since Phyllis
Thompson was writing her history of the London City Mission,
To the Heart of the City. In this new book, Irene Howat and John
Nicholls have brought the story up to date with a wealth of
documentation and historical and social background. I can
vouch for part of their narrative personally, being myself an
MK (missionary’s kid!), and warmly commend this stirring
tale of a great work of God in a great, needy, and challenging
city.’

 Michael  Wilcock,  Speaker and Author

‘Reading this vivid account of the LCM we almost smell, hear
and see the vibrant but tough areas where, down through the
years, city missionaries have faithfully brought Jesus to the
people of London. It is thrilling to see what God does through
ordinary men and women filled with uncontrived godliness,
dogged perseverance, true compassion and genuine friendli-
ness. Irene and John, thank you for enlarging our vision of
what God has done in London and can do in our own neigh-
bourhoods too.’

John Ross, Greyfriars Free Church, Inverness
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Foreword

The history of the London City Mission is remarkable for
several reasons.

First, its dedication to urban mission was far ahead of its
time.  In the last few decades scholars have demonstrated how
profoundly ‘city-centric’ early Christianity was. Paul ordinarily
evangelized a region by going to its largest city (e.g. Acts 16:12.)
Slowly the evangelical church has begun to recognize the
importance of urban mission. But as we now turn our eyes to
the city, we find the LCM already there!  In some ways, we are
just catching up to them.

Second, its unchanging devotion to the priority of
evangelism is singular, almost unique.  Innumerable
denominations, colleges and schools, and other agencies have
begun with the propagation of the gospel as their ‘vision’, only
to lose it within one or two generations. The LCM, however,
has doggedly kept the conversion of souls at the forefront of
its institutional mission.

Third, its commitment to the poor, to immigrants – and to
all other groups who could be called ‘the least of these’ – is deeply
impressive.  People without power and respectability gravitate
to the metropolis. There the LCM has welcomed them in Jesus’
name.

How is it possible for such a large agency to have stayed so
steadfastly committed to its vision for so long?  The simplicity
of its mission may be its ‘secret.’ ‘The same person, going to the
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same people, regularly, to become their friend, for Jesus’ sake.’  The
LCM faces exciting but daunting new challenges in the 21st

century. But despite the inevitable changes that will come, as
it holds on to its core value of urban neighbour evangelism, it
will continue to play a major, effective, strategic role in the
work of the kingdom for the years to come.  London is one of
the three or four most influential urban centres in the world
today.  I am profoundly grateful that the London City Mission
continues to be an anchor for gospel witness in that great city.

Tim Keller
Redeemer Presbyterian Church, New York City
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Introduction
‘Oh, London is a fine town,
A very famous city,
Where all the streets are paved with gold,
And all the maidens pretty.’
George Colman

‘No, Sir, when a man is tired of London he is tired of life, for there is
in London all that life can afford.’
Samuel Johnson

‘London, that great sea, whose ebb and flow
At once is deaf and loud, and on the shore
Vomits its wrecks, and still howls on for more.’
Percy Bysshe Shelley

 ‘…this plague-house of sin and misery and corruption, where men
and women and little children starve and suffer and perish, body and
soul, is a sight to make one weep.  We shall not wonder if some,
shuddering at the revolting spectacle, try to persuade themselves that
such things cannot be in Christian England…To such we can only
say, “Will you venture to come with us and see for yourselves the
ghastly reality?”’
Andrew Mearns, ‘The Bitter Cry of Outcast London’, 1883
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INTRODUCTION

The London City Mission has a long history, starting in the
19th century and still going strong at the beginning of the

21st.  It began when Charles Dickens was writing Oliver Twist;
and he might have been writing the first chapter of the LCM’s
story, so true to life was his description of the London of his
day.  It was against the backdrop of Fagin and Bill Sykes that
the first City Missionaries began walking the far from golden
streets of London, knocking on door after door, for week after
week, till the years passed and the decades, and eventually the
centuries.

The work of the London City Mission has developed in
many different strands.  To write the Mission’s story starting at
the beginning and working though to the present day would
have presented a more complex tangle than a bowl of long
spaghetti.  We have, therefore, teased out areas of the LCM’s
work and told their stories one at a time.

The Mission has a fascinating archive, containing everything
from the monthly Magazines and Annual Reports dating back
to 1835, to handwritten and unpublished manuscripts penned
by the missionaries themselves, together with a wealth of old
lantern slides and photographs.  Yet, apart from Phyllis
Thompson’s brief account marking the Mission’s 150th
anniversary, no overall survey of the LCM has appeared since
the 1880s.

Although this history is written in words, we hope that it
will conjure up pictures: of children like Oliver Twist; of women
struggling to cope with grinding poverty; of London in two
world wars; and of City Missionaries – men, and now women,
who are still going door to door, on the streets of London,
taking the message of God’s salvation to all who live and work
there.  Long before anyone dreamt of London, a Hebrew king
described that message as ‘more precious than gold, than much
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pure gold’.    Through the work of the LCM many lives, if not
the very streets, have been ‘paved with gold’.

Irene Howat and John Nicholls
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1
Cholera

In 1849 The Times published a most unusual letter, signed by
54 Londoners.  It read:

 ‘May we beg and beseech your proteckshion and power.  We are Sur, as
it may be, living in a Wilderniss, so far as the rest of London know
anything of us, or as rich and great people care about.  We live in muck
and filthe.  We aint got no privez, no dust bins, no drains, no water
supplies, and no drain or suer in the whole place.  … The Stenche of
the gully-hole is dusgustin.  We al of us suffer, and numbers are ill, and
if the Cholera comes Lord help us’ (quoted in London, a Social History,
Roy Porter).

And the cholera did come, again and again.   In 1849 there
was a particularly virulent outbreak.  In just one month in the
late summer 10,000 Londoners died of the disease.   The death
toll was not spread evenly across the capital, but affected the
poorer areas most severely.   In one small area 81 adults died,
together with 30 to 40 children.   Some homes were hit harder
than others:

‘A family consisting of 7 persons, the youngest a boy aged 14, not
many doors from my own abode, were attacked (by cholera), and 5
died.  The father, the boy of 14, and a daughter aged 16, were buried
together at the same time, and the mother and a grown-up son in a
day or two afterwards.’

Cholera, although probably killing less people than typhus,
was more feared because it was relatively new.   First identified
in India in 1818 (hence the common term ‘Asiatic cholera’), it
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broke out in London for the first time in 1832.   Medically, it
was a bacterial stomach infection, which caused severe
dehydration.   Usually the first symptom of the disease was an
attack of diarrhoea, although one victim wrote that for two or
three days previously he had ‘felt an indescribable weight and
depression’. Continuing diarrhoea was accompanied by a severe
fever,  with ‘cold, giddiness, nausea, vomiting and cramps’.   In
some cases death followed within a few hours of the first
symptoms.  In others, people lingered for two weeks before
succumbing.  Those who survived an attack were often left
very weak for a lengthy period.   Indeed, in 1855 a man who
felt weak and ill traced his problem back to a severe bout of
cholera in 1849.

We now know that cholera is a water-borne disease caused
by sewage-polluted water, but in the 1840s the collective
wisdom was that it was air-borne, with bad smells and a lack
of fresh air being blamed for its virulence.  A windmill was
even built on top of the notorious Newgate Prison to prevent
the air inside becoming stale and polluted.  To protect Members
of Parliament from ‘The Great Stink’ of the River Thames
(which Disraeli once described as, ‘a Stygian pool reeking with
ineffable and unbearable horror’) the windows of the Palace of
Westminster were lined with sheets of paper soaked in chlorine.
In the poorer areas of London, housing was terribly
overcrowded: in St. Giles district (near Tottenham Court Road)
a typical house was described as follows:

‘In the front room, a man and wife, and 9 children, 3 of whom
were grown up, 2 men and their wives, and a single woman; total 16;
two bedsteads.  In the back closet, 2 men and their wives, and 2 single
men, total 6; 2 bedsteads only,’  ‘Husband and wife and 4 children;
husband and wife with 2 children; and 2 lads of 17 and 16,
unconnected with the families, who pay for their bed between them, 1s
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6d weekly.’  ‘Size of room, 12 feet long, 8 feet broad, 5 feet 6 inches
high, occupied by one family and 3 widows; 1 male above 20; 4 females
above 20, and 1 male under 20 …’

As The Times correspondents had pointed out, such housing
lacked any efficient sanitary arrangements.  There was no clean
water supply, and all kinds of sewage simply poured out into the
streets and alleyways, where it lay in foul-smelling pools.  In 1848
the Metropolitan Sanitary Commission had studied the situation
and concluded that the wretchedness, filth, and brutal degradation
they found was a disgrace to a civilised country. ‘Improvements’
in the form of splendid new buildings, such as those on New Oxford
Street, only made matters worse. For those who had been rendered
homeless by the demolition of what had been there before merely
added to the overcrowding in the slums that remained elsewhere.
The grand new buildings were not intended to house them!

Whenever cholera broke out,  assuming that foul-smelling
air was the problem, sanitary authorities embarked on a
programme of flushing out the open cesspools. The immediate
effect was a temporary relief of unpleasantness in the narrow
streets, but the end result worsened the situation they set out
to relieve. From the streets, the contents of the cesspools were
flushed into the River Thames, only to be drawn out again as
drinking and washing water, so doubly infecting those who
used it.

In the summer of 1849 the disease took its course, instilling
widespread fear. One man was so afraid of cholera that he left
Westminster to stay with friends in Bristol.  When he arrived
he found that cholera was worse there than it was at home. He
only remained one day before returning to Westminster.  The
night he arrived back he took ill and died the following day.
In other households, well-to-do husbands forbade their
charitably inclined wives to continue visiting the poor.   While
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many left the city or shunned its reeking slums, there were
some who did not.   In Islington, for instance, a man not only
stayed in a district where cholera was rampant but also visited
every home where the disease had struck, doing whatever he
could to help,  and recording each case in a detailed Journal.
The man was a London City Missionary, one of 201 who were
working in the metropolis’ poorer areas when the epidemic
started.  He provides graphic descriptions of some very human
victims:

‘Mrs – died of cholera on the 3rd…, after 38 hours’ illness.  She
was a member of the Wesleyan connexion, and although she did not
profess to have been converted, I believe she died a true Christian…

Mrs –, who lived at the corner of – Place, died of cholera on the
10th, after a few hours’ illness.  She was quarrelling very passionately,
and wishing the cholera might seize her own son at 11 o’clock at
night;  but at 12 her wish fell upon herself, and the next evening she
was in eternity…

The next death is that of Mrs –, in the Almshouses, who died in the
90th year of her age.   About 12 months ago she made a desperate
attempt at suicide….The last three months of her life were spent
principally in prayer…

The next case of death was that of a young woman who resided at
the cigar-shop.   The last earthly enjoyment she had was at the fair,
held in the neighbourhood a week or two back;  at the close of which
she was seized with cholera, of which she died on the 15th, in the most
desperate and malicious frame of mind imaginable.’

The missionaries provided such medical advice and help as
they could.  One wrote:  ‘In my visitations I have been in the habit
of carrying in my pocket opiate confection, and wherever I met with
any symptoms of the complaint at once gave a dose of it, all of whom
it relieved.  I have been called out at ten, eleven, and twelve o’clock at
night and early in the morning.  The only ill effects I have felt from it
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myself are that I have been so worn out as not to be able to sleep at
night.’

This missionary was evidently following at least part of the
medical treatment suggested by the Mission’s Magazine:

 ‘Twenty grains of opiate of confection, mixed with two table-
spoonfuls of peppermint-water or a little weak brandy and water, and
repeated every three or four hours, or oftener if the attack is severe,
until the looseness of the bowels is stopped; or an ounce of the compound
chalk mixture, with ten or fifteen grains of the aromatic confection,
and from five to ten drops of laudanum, repeated in the same manner.
From half a drachm to a drachm of tincture of catechu may be added
to this last if the attack is severe…

When seized with cold, giddiness, nausea, vomiting, and cramps,
get into a warm bed; use heated flannel, bags of hot camomile flowers,
or heated bran, salt, or sand, or bottles of hot water, to produce warmth;
have the extremities rubbed; apply a large poultice of mustard and
vinegar over the region of the stomach, for fifteen or twenty minutes;
drink every half-hour a spoonful of sal volatile in a little hot water, or
a dessert-spoonful of brandy in a little hot water, or white wine whey
(made by pouring one glass of sherry into a tumbler of hot milk): and
send for the doctor as quickly as possible.’

City Missionaries also played a significant role in the long-
term eradication of the disease.   Their detailed reports on the
true conditions in which so many people lived served to
mobilise public opinion and politicians to investigate further
the causes and prevention of cholera.

However, as the extracts from their Journals have shown,
City Missionaries were concerned with more than health and
housing.   Their prime concern was for people’s spiritual well-
being.  The Mission’s ‘Instructions to Agents’ urged them to
‘Visit the inhabitants of the District assigned to you for the purpose of
bringing them to an acquaintance with salvation, through our Lord
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Jesus Christ, and of doing them good by every means in your power’.
Even when they were bringing just a spoonful of opiate to a
fever victim, they never lost their vision for the salvation of
souls.

Beyond the awful reality of the cholera epidemic, these men
saw another and greater evil hanging over the people of
London.   ‘During the past month, there have been 10,000 deaths in
London!  Each day 333 immortal beings have been cut down, and
received a sentence for eternity!  How solemn a consideration! …Shall
such a Society as the London City Mission witness the passing away of
this fearful mass of men into an eternal world – so many of whom were
cut off in a few hours, living in open sin to the day of their deaths –
and Christian individuals be more remiss in seeking out for those bad
districts which infect the moral well-being of the city, and more regardless
to provide the means by which, through God’s blessing, they may be
spiritually cleansed, and future calamities so dreadful averted?    With
its firm commitment to evangelical Christianity, the LCM
viewed the people of London as spiritual beings, with souls as
well as bodies, whose eternal destiny depended on their
response to the Christian Gospel, and whose earthly lives would
undoubtedly be transformed by a positive response.   Unbelief
and sin were seen as a ‘spiritual cholera’, affecting every single
inhabitant of London, and bringing enslavement and death in
this world and in the world to come.

At considerable cost to themselves, the missionary to
Islington and his colleagues continued their pattern of visiting,
helping, urging, and praying from room to room, throughout
the 1849 epidemic.   Many suffered bouts of cholera, and two
died of the disease.  Others saw it take members of their own
families.   But their work went on.

‘From the time that the cholera became in any way alarming,
depending on the mercy and goodness of God, and without conferring
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with flesh and blood, I determined on committing my life to Him who
is able to preserve it from evil, and set myself to be more than ordinarily
diligent on my district, in order that no one should die without being
visited and receiving spiritual instruction and consolation.’

In the years that followed, cholera returned repeatedly to
London.   But medical knowledge and technological skills were
developing.   It was gradually realised that those areas which
drew their water from upstream of London had fewer cases of
cholera than those who used the polluted water at the city
centre.   Under the direction of the new Metropolitan Board
of  Works (forerunner of the London County Council), Joseph
Bazalgette began, in 1858, what a contemporary newspaper
called ‘the most extensive and wonderful work of modern times’
(Observer), the laying of 165 miles of main sewers and 1,100
miles of local sewers designed to disgorge their contents well
down-river of the metropolis.  Reservoirs built to the north
and west of the city began to provide fresh water for its citizens.
And when, in the 1870s and 1880s, the embankments were
constructed, they altered the nature of the Thames,
transforming it from a wide and sluggish waterway to a
narrower, faster flowing, and altogether more healthy river
which, along with the city’s sewage, eventually swept the
scourge of cholera away.

Historians have devoted much attention to the
transformation of London’s health and sanitation in the 19th
century.   But the story of the battle with ‘spiritual cholera’ is
not so well known.   The men of the London City Mission
faced a greater and longer challenge than that overcome by
Bazalgette and his colleagues.   They were by no means the
only Christians engaged in the battle, but they were, in
numerous ways, the vanguard of the great army of Victorian
evangelists and Christian social reformers.     The story of the
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origins, development and achievements of this ‘London City
Mission’ deserves to be told.




