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The Special Committee of the New York Sanitary Association,
appointed to aid in the procurement of “An Act for the Improve-
ment of the Public Health of the City of New York,” respectfully
present the following report of their labors, and the results :

In order to furnish a proper understanding of the magnitude and

true merits of the subject involved in their appointment, they deem

it proper to premise their statements with a brief history of the efforts

to obtain legislation on this subject, during the past few years.

The condition of this City, with respect to the health of its in-

habitants—especially in comparison with other large cities of the

world—attracted the attention of many citizens, (particularly of the

medical profession), nearly twenty years ago.

Sanitary Science was then, in England, France, and elsewhere on

the Continent of Europe, beginning to be developed with earnestness

and enthusiasm. The rapid growth of London, Paris, and other

places, had progressed with comparatively little observation or re-

striction, in a sanitary point of view,—until it was found thatexces-

sive mortalitieswereresulting from the confined and improper manner

in which people were settled together. Crowded tenements, narrow

streets, collections of animal and vegetable debris, non-ventilation,
insufficiency of water, paucity of light, etc.,] were telling seriously
upon the bills of mortality; and new phases of disease, as well as
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increased severity and fatality of them, were seen to an unusual

degree.
An internal Health Department for the City of New York, was

established in the early part of this century, under the title of “ The
City Inspector’s Office.” Its first organization was at a time

when Sanitary Science was almost unknown, and its duties were

consequently of very simple character. For forty years, its princi-
pal labor was the recording of the interments occurring in the

city. In addition to this, it had confided to it the inspection of

nuisances; the regulation of night scavenging; reporting the new

buildings erected each year; publishing the extent and condition
of the Fire Department; and some other duties of minor importance.
But it being in fact the Executive Health Department, and the re-

gistration of deaths and removal of nuisances being its most import-
ant duties—although then performed in what is now considered a

veryunscientificmanner—and themortality beingsmall, both actually
and comparatively, it was deemed important that these duties should

be confided to medical men; and it was not then thought, that a

knowledge of medical science was a disqualification for theperform-
ance of duties requiring only common honesty and common sense.

The practice of placing medical men in thatoffice, was followed with

scarcely an exception, for forty years, even when political partizau-
ship exerted its influence over it. The last medical incumbentof
the City Inspectorship was in 1844, in which year a new political
party inaugurated the opposite practice; and from that period, the

idea of the necessity of professional qualification for the discharge
of its duties, has been ignored by all parties who have had the con-

trol of it; and, for the past fifteen years, the Sanitary Police of this

metropolis, consisting of about twenty-five individuals, has not ranked

among its numbers one medical man.

It is an important coincidence, thatsimultaneouslywith this change
of policy and practice, the tide of immigration,which has since swelled

to such an enormous flood, began to be felt. (About two and a quar-
ter millions have arrived at this port in twelve years.) The conse-

quent rapid growth of the city, together with the introduction of
that unique feature of New York Architecture, the Colony or

Tenant House—without system or regulation by qualified Sanitary
officers, has been a principal cause of thepresent deplorable condition
of things.
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In 1856, the attention of the New York Academy of Medicine
was drawn to the subject; and a memorial was forwarded to the

Legislature, setting forth that, “while this city is well protected
against the introduction of pestilential diseases from abroad, it had

no equivalent security against the origination and extention of dis-

eases within our midst;” and declaring, as the deliberate opinion of

that learned body of practical men, “that a large proportion of the

annualmortality of this city, results from diseases whose causes are

more or less within our control;” but which “ are totally unchecked

by any public administration of proper sanitary precautions;” and

that, from this neglect, the “ City and State endure an incalculable

detriment in their commercial and moral interests, and the Science

of Life suffers irreparable losses;” and they petitioned for certain

changes in the organization of the City Inspector’s Department,
which they believed calculated to remedy the evils, and prevent the

enormous wastage of life alluded to. This memorial and petition,
the first, it is believed, that ever issued from any similarbody in this

State, on that subject, were backed by the signatures of large num-

bers of the most enlightened citizens of all classes, representing in

the aggregate, several millions of dollars of property.
The subject was urged upon the attention of the Legislature by

a Committee from the Academy; but from a want of experience,
and a deficiency in that certain kind of ability which appears neces-

sary for success in modern legislation, it failed to receive the con-

sideration of the law-making power.
In the early days of the session of 1857, encouragement was felt

that the wants of the city, in this matter, would be attended to.

Members of the Legislature from the city gave assurances that their
best efforts should be given to the passage of the law sought for.
But however earnest and honorable these assurances might have been
at first, it wasvery soon apparent that other objects, directly adverse
to the success of the measure, were presenting superior attractions.

A Bill of Amendments to the Charter came up for consideration,
from some unseen quarter. Among these Amendments, was one

which added to the already grossly neglected sanitary duties of the

City Inspector’s Department, the labor of cleaning the streets, and

the management and supervision of the public markets. In advo-

cacy of this scheme, the Committee of the Assembly, which had it

in charge, repudiated the idea of the necessity of medical knowledge
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in the officers of the department, in the following remarkable argu-
ment quoted from their Report: “ The City Inspector’s Department
is amplified and extended, so as to give it everything that a health

department and of sanitary inspection should have It

was suggested that the incumbent of this office should be a practi-
tioner of medicine; but the Committee concluded that, while many
of theduties might properly be performed by a physician, therewere

others—as the department is by the accompanying bill organized—-
which might be performed equally as well by any other person; and

if confined to physicians, might deprive the city of the services of

persons whose experience has been particularly in this department;”
which, being interpreted, signifies—that one who can perform but a

part of the duties, should be preferred to one who could perform
the whole.

The scheme "was successful; but how much cleaner the streets

have been kept by this change, and how much healthier the city has

grown under non-professional incumbentsof its Health Department,
all can judge. The Report from which the above quotation is made,
was signed by R. B. Van Valkenburgh, T. M. Pomeroy, George

M. Hollis, and J. B. Varnum, Jr.—the latter a member from this

city; and we have only further to add, that the then City Inspector,
—at whose instigation, andfor whose benefit, the change was made—-
and a large portion of whose time, during the session, was spent in

Albany,—was the same individual who has, until within two days,
claimed to hold that office.

With improved experience, and such additional arguments and

facts as were thought sufficient to arouse theattentionand consciences

of the most indifferent, the Academy of Medicine renewed its appli-
cation to the Legislature of 1858—accompanying its memorial with

a well-digested Bill. The delegation from the city was now some-

what changed, being unanimously of one party; and, as the name

of that party imported it to be the particular friends of the people,
whose most serious and vital interests the proposed measure was

designed to improve, a different reception was confidently looked

for. Before the assembling of the Legislature, a number of the

members elect were conversed with on the subject, and the urgent
necessity for improved sanitary measures set forth : if hearty expres-
sions of concurrence can ever be relied on, the cordial sympathies of
all who were addressed were given to the Committee of die Academy;
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and it is believed that few, if any, of the members went to Albany,
but with a desire that the proposed Bill should become a law. It

was presented in full to the Mayor elect, who also expressed a

general assent to its features—criticising only a few of its details.

The friends of the measure were animated with the warmest hopes
—hopes, alas ! too soou to be dashed. To show what remarkable

changes of sentiment, and what shamelessrepudiation of good motives

and honorable intentions, are sometimes required by the spirit of

party, we quote from two lettersreceived from one of these Honorable

Gentlemen; one dated November 19th, six weeks before—and the

other March 18th, ten weeks after the commencement of the session.

Under the first date, he says: “ I feel a deep interest in this matter,
and would be glad to give it my attention this winter. I will spare
neither time nor labor in aiding the passage of the Bill.” In the

second letter alluded to, written in the Assembly Chamber, he says,
“ It is probably due to candor, that I should explain to you my

position with reference to the Sanitary Police Bill. I have given
the subject my best reflections, and I am constrained to say, that I
do not feel thatI can, consistently with my position in the Democratic

Party, support the Bill.”

It was probably apprehended that the spoils of office might be lost

to them, by placing theHealth Department in the hands of properly
educated and qualified men—although no change whatever in the

mode of appointment or the emoluments or tenure of office, was

contemplated by the Bill.

The Bill was reported from the usual Committee; and as not an

argument could well be openly made against it, a resort to stratagem
was necessary to defeat it. It accordingly was closely watched;
and every time it came up in order, in Committee of the Whole, a

motion was immediately made to rise and report progress upon it—-

it being thereby laid aside ; the gentleman who discharged this duty
being a representative from this city, who occupied a seat conve-

nient for this purpose directly under the eye of the Speaker.

Though unable to contend against this mode of opposition, (for
there was no denial of the alleged facts, nor an argument advanced

against themeasure), thepersistency of the appeal, and the eminently
patriotic and humane considerations which were addressed to the

Legislature, required some notice, and led to the appointment of a
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committee, on the part of the Senate, under the following preamble
and resolution, viz.:

“ Whereas, Various applications have been made to the Legislature,
based upon the assertion that great defects exist, and great improve-
ments are practicable in the Health Department and Sanitary Laws

of the City of New York, Therefore,

Resolved, That a Committee, consisting of the Senators from the

City of New York, (and Mr. Brandketh), be appointed to make an

examination of the Health Department of the City of New York, and

report the same to the next Legislature; and also, if any, and what

legislation is requisite and necessary to increase the efficiency of such

department.”
The results of the investigations of this Committee were given

to the Senate, on the third of February of the present year, in a

volume of two hundredand eleven closely-printed pages. Twenty-
eight persons responded to their invitation to give information—“Of

whom,” says the Deport, “ twenty are members of the medical pro-

fession, comprising some of our most eminent and respected physi-
cians and surgeons in active practice, and of large experience.” The

first enquiry of the Committee was,
“

as to the alleged fact that the

City of New York, inproportion to its population, has a higher ratio

of mortality than other large cities, in this country and in Europe;”
and in regard to this, the Committee report: “ There can be no

question that the affirmative is fully established. The testimony is

clear and conclusive, verified by statistics that have not been suc-

cessfully invalidated.”

While the Senate Committee were pursuing these investigations
last fall, in the City Hall, another highly interesting series of meet-

ings were being held in the Cooper Institute,—the object of which

must be stated in this connection, in order to complete the chain of

our recital. It will be remembered that one of the principal objects
for which legislative aid was sought, was to place the Health Depart-
ment of this City in better qualified hands than it had been for many

years past. The City Inspectorship was about to become vacant by
expiration of term of office, and it devolved upon the Mayor to make

a nomination thereto. We had a new Chief Magistrate. Upon him

rested the hopes of every honorable citizen, and of a disease-ridden

people—that, disregarding all personal and political considerations,
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and looking only to “ the greatest good of the greatest number,” he
would select for that office some citizen of known character, and fa-

miliarity with this important and peculiar subject. Such had been

presented to him for his consideration; but, in order that he might
be fully informed upon the subject—and, in fact, in response to his

expressed desire to be made acquainted with its general nature, and
details—he was invited to meet a number of gentlemen, both in and
out of the medical profession, for full and frank discussions. A con-

siderable number of these meetings were held, which His Honor
attended. The subject of Public Hygiene was fully examined, in

all its various aspects. That these discussions resulted in a convic-

tion in the mind of the Chief Magistrate, that the Head of the City
Inspector’s Department should be a physician, and that a. medical

education does not disqualify a man for the discharge of other execu-

tive duties, was demonstrated not only by his oral communications,
but also by the fact of his nominating a physician for that office, to

the Board of Aidermen, early in January.

Although, in the immediate object for which those meetings were

held, less was achieved than was anticipated; yet, in another direc-

tion, they accomplished a more satisfactory result, viz., the organiza-
tion of the Association under whose authority this Report is now

made.

Soon after the formation of the New YorkSanitary Association,
it was seen that some legislation was absolutely necessary to put this

city on a proper sanitary footing. A committee on that subject was

consequently appointed; and as the Legislature was in session, and

the Academy of Medicine appeared to have ceased its efforts in that

direction, they immediately proceeded with endeavors to secure the

needful laws. It is unnecessary for your Committee to enter upon
a detailed statement of their preliminary labors; but it would be

impossible to present a proper idea of the seriousnessof the loss sus-

tained by the failure of their effort^, and the magnitude of the in-

terests involved can scarcely be understood, without at least a sum-

mary of the arguments which were urged upon the members of the

Legislature, on behalf of the Sanitary Bill.

First.—The fact which, first of all, was presented, is: that the

ratio of mortality to the population, in this city, is vastly greater than

in almost all the other large cities of theUnited States, and many of
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Europe; whereas it should, and can, be made to equal or surpass
them all in salubrity. For so Nature designed it.

Second.— 1The diseases which give rise to this excessive mortality,
are those which are almost entirely within the means of prevention;
theyoriginate in the crowded, filthy, and otherwise vicious condition

in which thousands upon thousands of the people are suffered to be,
—and out of the neglect of the city authorities to keep the yards,
houses, streets, and other places, in proper order; in a word, these

diseases and deaths are due to the absence of any internalsanitary
supervision,—in which particular, New York stands almost, if not

entirely, alone among the large cities of the civilized world.

Third.—To present the rapid proportionate increase of mortality
in a clear light, attention was directed to certain statements in the

Report of the Senate Committee, with which every member of the

Legislature was supplied. One of these specified certain diseases

which were either entirely due to, or greatly aggravated by, domi-

ciliary circumstances, with theextraordinary increase of themortality
from them. Thus, cholera infantum is shown to have gained two hun-

dred and fifty per cent, over the increase of population. Erysipelas,
which, from 1811 to 1820, destroyed one in thirty-three thousand,
from 1851 to 1857, destroyed one in every four thousand. In the

eighteen years from 1820 to 1838, there were fifty deaths from

congestion of the brain (a disease of infancy chiefly); in the three

years from 1853 to 1855, inclusive, there were fifteen hundred and

seventy-six deaths from that cause. In this manner, was the extra-

ordinarily high death-rate of New York accounted for—from disease

generated from its foul streets and yet fouler houses.

Fourth.—There is one disease which all know something about,
and how easily it may be prevented. This is Small Pox. In Bos-

ton, where law s authorize the enforcement of vaccination—into whose

public schools no child is allowed to enter unless it has been vacci-

nated—there has not been one death from it in twyo years. Under
similar laws, a like immunity existed in Providence, R. I., until
within three months past, when, to the surprise of thepeople and the

sanitary officers, it made its appearance for the first time in two

years and a half. Upon its discovery, immediate measures were

taken by the Superintendent of Health to prevent its extension, by
enforcing free ventilation, cleanliness and vaccination; and it was
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arrested before the twelfth case occurred. Its source was a mystery
for some time; but it was eventually traced to this city, through a

merchant who had been here and carried the poison home to his

family. The possibility of this will not be doubted, when it is
learned that the deaths from Small Pox in this city, in the first half
of last year, amounted to four hundred and twenty-five, and that
there must of course have been nearly ten times that number of
cases. And yet where is the Sanitary Officer to raise the finger of

prevention ? No such a personage is known among us.

Fifth.—Finally, your Committee presented to the Legislature a

fact, which, if it did not concern so serious a matter, might be re-

garded as ludicrous, as it is really absurd. We have alluded to the
absence of any internal sanitary supervision, and yet, in the muni-

cipal government of New York, there are three separate and distinct

departments, appointed to exercise a care over its public health, each

independent of the other, and fully supplied with law upon the sub-

ject. They are,

First.—TheBoard of Health, composed of the Mayor, Aidermen,
and Councilmen, ex-officio.

Second.—The Commissioners of Health, consisting of six indi-
viduals.

Third.—The City Inspector's Department, comprising the City
Inspector, twenty-two Health Wardens, a Bureauof Sanitary Inspec-
tion, a Bureau of Records and Statistics, a Bureau of Markets, and

a Bureau for the Inspection of Weights and Measures.

The total number of individuals thus directly and indirectly con-

cerned in the care of the public health, is about one hundred and

twelve, yet we shall show that there is not one who feels it to be re-

quired of him to take any note of, or to use any effort whatever to

check, the immense amount of disease which is annually carrying an

excess of at least five thousand of the people to the grave.

The members of the Board of Health are elected without the

slightest reference to sanitary matters; they are simply Aidermen

and Councilmen, without a medical man among them. Moreover,
they have no power to come together except at the pleasure of the

Mayor ; and when he has once called them together, they may keep
themselves in perpetual session—he having no power to adjourn
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them; he has no veto upon their acts, however extravagant they
may be; and though the whole Board consists of forty-two indi-

viduals, ten of the number constitute a quorum to do anything they
may choose, under color of protecting the public health.

With regard to the Health Commissioners, their duties pertain
solely to quarantine affairs, and to seasons of epidemic in the city.
They“have no power to regulate the sanitary inspection of the city.”*

Respecting the City Inspector’s Department, the late Head of

it himself declared before the Senate Committee, “ I believe that,
inasmuch as this professional knowledge is in no manner connected

with the dutiesof the office of City Inspector, directly or indirectly,
I hold it to be perfectly ridiculous to urge the idea of a medical

qualification.”! In another place, he says,
“ I am quite confident

that the City Inspector has not been called upon to exercise the

knowledge of a medical man in the discharge of his duties; nor do

I conceive that the theory of our laws—and I do believe them to

be the most perfect set of laws for the sanitary regulation of any

city in the Union ever contemplated—requires the City Inspector
to be a medical man; but, on the contrary, it never was contem-

plated that the duties of the City Inspector were to be of a profes-
sional character”! The superintendent of Sanitary Inspection also

declared, that, in the discharge of his duties, he “
never yet felt the

loss of a medical education.”

The Board of Health, moreover, in 1849, immediately after their

experience with the cholera of that year, in their official report,
(one of the signers of which was the present Governor of the state,
E. D. Morgan,) made the following emphatic declaration—that they
had discovered that we “haveno medical police worthy of thename,”
and“to no other work should the authoritiesaddress themselves more

earnestly, than theestablishment of a thoroughly-organizedmedical

police, at whose head should be an active and experienced medical

man.”

The Board of Supervisors, also, in April 1858, “ Resolved, That

an imperative necessity exists for such improvements in the details

of the City Inspector’s Department, and in the qualifications of its
executive sanitary officers, as are dictated by the modern progress
of science.”

* See Dr. Rockwell’s testimony before the Senate Committee, page 128.

f Idem, p. 161, $ Idem, p. 163.
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Your Committee thus showed from the official statements of every
one of these departments, which are ostensibly devoted to the care

of the public health, that neither of them takes any concern in the

ordinary sanitary condition of the city; that the deaths may increase

to any extent,howeverfrightful, by any other disease than a so-called

epidemic, yet among the one hundred and twelve officials, there is

not one capable and authorized to pay the least regard to it.

The Bill which the Sanitary Association presented to the Legis-
lature to remedy thisdireful state of things, was as simple as, it was

believed, it would prove efficacious. It created a Board of Health

of eleven persons, of whom the Mayor and the Presidents of the

Boards of Supervisors, Aidermen, and Councilmen, represented the

County and City Government; the President of the Croton Aque-
duct Board represented the necessary engineering, sewerage, and

watersupply; theComptroller represented thefinances; while the san-

itary scientific interestswere represented by a member of each of the

three great Medical Colleges, and of the Institute of Architects; and

one Commissioner of Police represented that branch of the service.

Upon this Board, with such restrictions as were needful to pre-
vent improper expenditures of money, were to be devolved the en-

tire sanitary government of the city.
It will be observed that, as thus constituted, there could be a

predominance of no one interest in such a Board; the scientific, the

political, the financial, and the engineering elements all have fair

representations, and counterbalance each other.

The action of the Senate of 1858 had produced a most benefi-
cial effect. Under the judicious course adopted by the Select

Committee of that body, a mass of useful and reliable testimony
had been obtained, the publication of which was well calculated
to awaken attention in the public mind. The interest excited

by the alarming' details of that investigation, deepening and

spreading among the community, was shown in the organization of
this Association, and the determination at once adopted by it to

urge the passage of a law adequate to the protection of the in-
habitants of the city against an excessive and steadily increas-

ing mortality.
While the Committee appointed by the Association were

assiduously engaged in maturing a proper sanitary bill to be
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submitted to the Legislature, the Chairman of the Select Com-

mittee of the Senate, Mr. Ely, presented his report to that body,
accompanied by a bill which, in the usual course, was referred
to a Standing Committee.

That Committee subsequently reported to the Senate a substi-

tute bill, comprising several good features, but which, in the

main, was not generally acceptable, nor was its passage ever

pressed upon the Senate.

The' bill in question was understood to have been prepared in

this city and transmitted to Albany under the sanction of a

prominent officer of the Municipal Government. Its details

were severely and justly criticised in a leading city journal, and

there was no period of the Session when it could possibly have

become a law.

Pending the action of the Standing Committee of the Senate,
a carefully prepared bill, comprehensive in its details, and pro-

viding for a thorough regeneration of the Health Department,
was drawn by a member of the Association acting in his indi-
vidual capacity and was introduced into the Assembly by Mr.

Spencer, a member of that body from the city of New York.

This bill was never brought forward for the action of the House,
and it sleeps on the fdes of the Committee to which it was re-

ferred. Early in the month of March the bill which this Com-

mittee had agreed uponafter mature deliberation, was submitted
to the Senate by Mr. Noxon, Chairman of the Standing Commit-

tee, as a substitute for the bill previously reported. The propo-
sition of that Senator was assented to in the promptest manner

and most liberal spirit by Mr. Ely, and the bill thus became the

only measure relating to this subject before the Senate.

After the customary mutations in legislation, in the course of

which the vigilance and steady adherence of its friends over-

came a protracted and factious opposition, the bill finally passed
the Senate by the strong vote of 21 to 4. And of the four nega-
tive votes, two at least were given by friends of sanitary reform,
but who dissented from some of the details of the bill thenon its

passage.
It is but an act of justice to name here the Senators by whose

aid the measure in the Senate was carried to the strong affirma-
tive vote just mentioned ; Senators Schell, Halstead, Ames,
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Ely, Laflin, Mather, Noxon, Diven, Wheeler, and o 'her mem-

bers of that body are entitled to the acknowledgment of the

Association for their generous aid in effecting the gratifying
result. The bill, therefore, went down to the Assembly under

the most favorable auspices. It had acquired the prestige of
success in one branch of the Legislature, where its provisions
had been fully discussed and its details carefully scrutinized.
In the selection of a member of the lower House to undertake
the management of the bill and the guidance of its friends in

their action in its support, the Committee were influenced by
two considerations : First, the courtesydue to a member who had

introduced a bill on the same subject ; Second, the prominent
position occupied by that member on the floor of the House.

Mr. Charles S. Spencer, representing the Ninth Assembly
District of the city of New York, was the choice of the two

members of the Committee thenat the seat of Government. He

cheerfully accepted the trust, expressed his cordial approval of

the bill, and entire confidence was reposed in his fidelity and

honor. How far this confidence was justified, and the trust re-

deemed, will appear in the sequel. The bill was referred to the

Standing Committee, and reported back to the House by the

Chairman, Mr. Pond, with an amendment relating to the question
of Quarantine, proposed by the member from Richmond County,
Mr. Christie. This amendment, although regarded by the Com-

mittee as endangering the success of the bill, was not deemed

injurious in principle to the main objects sought to be attained

The period of the Session had now arrived, when the custo-

mary Committee of Nine, (called the Grinding Committee), is

appointed to facilitate the business of legislation. That Com-

mittee has the faculty confided to it of determining what

measures shall be permitted to receive the most speedy action

of the House. It hears arguments in favor of any measure, but

has no power of amendment. Before that Committee, the rep-
resentatives of the Association had an early hearing, and an

argument was submitted by one of theirnumber. Its effect was

decisive. The Committee ordered the bill to be reported without

a dissenting voice. Some delay occurred, but the obstacle,
whatever it may have been, was removed, and the bill was re-

ported for the action of the House.
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Several abortive attempts were then made, from day to day,
by friends of this bill, to put it on its passage. Finally, at a

propitious moment, it was calledup, and referred to a Select Com-

mittee to be reported complete. That Committee acted with

promptness, and in a liberal spirit. The Senate bill was but

slightly amended in its terms. The amendment of Mr. Christie

was rejected, without (so far as the undersigned have any
knowledge) that gentleman having made any effort for its re-

tention. But, finally, two most important provisions were added
to the bill; one abolished the office of City Inspector ; the other

transferred the cleaning of the streets and the care of the mar-

kets to the Health Board proposed to be organized. In one

sense, these amendments gave additional strength to the

measure, as they enlarged the sphere of beneficial action of the

Board ; but in another, an inferior, but none the less important
sense, the amendments weakened the chance of passing the bill,
because they aroused an opposition, then seemingly dormant,
which had the power and the will to use appliances against
which it was difficult to contend. These amendments were not

the suggestions of your Committee ; they came from another in-

terest, not connected with the sanitary movement, and were

engrafted on this bill because they had failed in another form.

The bill thus matured was upon the Speaker’s table ready for

a vote. Thus far all was fortunate and promising. A just
measure, before an intelligent body, all the tedious forms of pre-

liminary legislation disposed of, and with able and vigilant
friends to care for its welfare—who could doubt the final result ?

Unfortunately there was a canker eating into the heart of the

fruit we had labored so anxiously to bring to maturity. The

close of the session was now rapidly approaching. Unless by
unanimous consent, or a two-third vote, no bill could be called up
out of its turn. One attempt was made by a friend of the bill to

advance it, but without success. On Monday, the 18th April, it

was reached in the regular order, but the House was too thin to

justify the risk of a vote. On Tuesday, the last day of the ses-

sion, at 10 in the morning, the crisis came, the vote was taken,
and the bill was lost—55 to 37, sixty-five votes in the affirma-

tive being requisite for its passage. Mr. Spexcer, so far as his

conduct could be observed, made no effort to effect a different
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result; but he evinced a friendly spirit by voluntarilychanging
his vote to the negative in order that he might be competent to

move a reconsideration. The vote, therefore, stood recorded

54 to 38.

At that time no suspicion was entertained by the one member
of this Committee, then present and who writes these lines, that
Mr. Spencer had changed his views in regard to the bill, or was

not disposed to actin good faith as its friend. In the subsequent
hours of the day, when appealed to to call up his motion

to reconsider, his hesitation occasioned surprise, but not

distrust. Finally, after repeated and earnest requests, at four

o’clock in the afternoon, he made the motion, which prevailed by
a vote of 66 to 28, one more than the number required to insure

the passage. The bill was, therefore, to all appearances, safe

beyond a peradventure. The long and anxious struggle was

about to terminate in success. Words would but feebly con.

vey the great happiness of that brief moment.

The final vote followed on the instant. There was no

visible faltering among friends ; not a word or a look to indicate

doubt, or change of mind, or wavering intention. The roll of

members was rapidly called, and when Mr. Spencer’s name was

reached, he rose in his place and declined to vote, but said if his

vote became necessary to carry the bill, he would, in that case, vote

in the affirmative ; an alternative which his own will could

render nugatory. The vote was declared, and stands upon the

record 61 to 30 ; a record that must scorch the memory of the

author of the result. The bill was lost. Four additional votes

were required to give it the sanction of the Assembly. Mr.

Spencer’s vote would have been one—onevote was alleged to

have been changed from the affirmative to the negative, at his

instance, after the call—and the writer of this is satisfied of the

truth of the allegation—thus two of the four votes could be

counted—two members known to be his friends and under his

influence, while he was speaking suddenly left the House,
before their names could be called the second time ; one of

them had voted on each previous division in favor of the bill.

These would have made the four additional votes—the diversion
of three was necessary, therefore, to protect Mr. Spencer

against his own alternative. Beside this Mr. Van Valken-
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burgh’s vote was given in the affirmative, but it is not so re-

corded .

But what need is there of these details in figures. Mr. Spen-

cer was the avowed friend of the bill, its acknowledged and

accredited advocate before the House. All of integrity and good
faith that could attach to any man in his position, was pledged
in the face of the Assembly, to the honorable fullfilment of his

trust. No man, at all familiar with the course of business in

such bodies, will venture to question the fact, that the defection
of a leader at such a moment, and under such circumstances,
must be irremediable.

The Committee would far undervalue Mr. Spencer’s power and

influence upon that floor did they not concede to him the ability
and the skill to control more than four votes on any question.—
It is clear that he did control at least that number, but unfortu-

nately for his good name and personal self respect, he led them

in the wrong direction.

It would be unjust to Mr. Spencer not to give his own expla-
nation of the cause of his unexpected and unannouncedchange
of opinion upon this measure. He states that he had been in-
formed by letter that three persons, among his constituents,
would be legislated out of office if the bill, as amended, became

a law. It should not be forgotten, however, that Mr. Spencer
was a member ofthe Select Committee who reported the amended bill

complete, without dissenting from any of its provisions ; and

also, that the original bill introduced by him into the Assembly
contained the same provisions in regard to which he had sud

denly become so sensitive. The Committee leave Mr. Spencer

in charge of his constituents.

Still another painful incident of this memorable event must

not be passed without notice. In a former part of this narrative,
the co-operation of the Chief Magistrate of the City in the move-

ment for sanitary reform has been alluded to. His concurrence

in the earlier action of this Association was cordial, and beyond
question, sincere. He had freely accorded his assent, also, to

the principles avowed in the report of the Sanitary Committee

of the Senate, which, with the testiniony, had been submitted to

his examination.
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The bill before the House of Assembly contained in its provi-
sions the essence of the principles of sanitary reform embraced

in the report alluded to. Judge, then, of the surprise and sorrow

occasioned by the presence on the floor of the Assembly, at a

most critical juncture, of a confidential agent of the Mayor,
engaged in active opposition to a measure so essential to the

welfare of the community which had conferred upon him its

highest honors.

No member of this Committee would venture to attribute any

improper personal or official motive to the Chief Magistrate of

the City, in reference to his conduct on this question. It was

doubtless an error of judgment, or a misapprehension in regard
to the nature of the bill, which led to this action of his employee.

In an interview between the Mayor arid a member of this

Committee, the fact became apparent that the provisions of tha

bill had been misunderstood by that officer, and it is the belief

of the Committee that he now regrets its loss. That event is

deeply to be deplored, but by none should the loss be more

keenly felt than by him under whose auspices a most beneficent

reform would have been inaugurated in our Municipal Govern-

ment. Under the provisions of a law, such as was proposed, very

many sick and destituteand suffering among ourpopulation, now

utterly neglected, would have been sought out and cared for,
and, in many instances, restored to comparative health and com-

fort ; disease would no longer have held undisputed sway in
our populous districts ; system and order and economy would
have superceded misrule and riotous extravagance ; but above

all, the great principle of Hygienic Science would have formed a

guiding element in the management of the Department of Public
Health.

What an opportunity has been lost for a Chief Magistrate by
such means to stamp himself and his Administration upon the
affections and the grateful memories of a people he would have
thusprotected from grievous wrongs, and elevated in the scale
of morals and humanity.

This report must not be closed without a tribute of gratuful
thanks to those who had steadily and faithfully assisted the
efforts of your Committee. To the Speaker of the Assembly,
Hon. D. W. C. Littlejohn, of Oswego, the highest praise is due
for his consistent and earnest support of the sanitary measure.
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A moment’s notice of an intended breach of faith would, the
Committee feel persuaded, have brought in effectual rescue

upon the floor, those brilliant powers in debate which conferred
honor upon the chair of the Assembly.

Of the members from the city of New York, the only affirma
tive votes were given by Messrs. S. S. Childs, Conkling, Opdyke

and Shaw, to each and all of whom the thanks of the Association

are due.

To Dr. Tuthill, member from the county of Kings, a consis-
tent advocate of all just measures, the Association and the city
at large are indebted for his steady and intelligent support.

The list of friends is too long for special notice in each case,
but the Committee trust that the consciousness of having
endeavored to serve a suffering community, will in some

measure repay the obligation conferred by the enlightened and

generous support of members from other districts of the State.

Defeat is not dishonor, when every just effort has been used
to insure success. Hopes disappointed and delayed may yet be
realized. The Association has its duty in the future plainly
marked out. With energy, determination and vigilance in its
counsels and action, the result cannot be doubtful.

(Signed) JOHN H. GRISCOM,
F. S. WINSTON,
PROSPER M. WETMORE.

FREDERICK E. MATHER.

SAMUEL B. HALLIDAY.

ELISHA HARRIS.

The proceeding Report was submitted by Mr. Wetmore.

Before commencing to read the report Mr. Wetmore stated that

while he cheerfully assumed the responsibility which attached to the

report as a whole, it was but just for him to disclaim the credit due

to another member of the Committee for the production of the

larger portion of it. This credit belonged to Dr. Griscom, who had

prepared the preliminary historical details, ending on page 15.

The subsequent parts, relating to the action of the Legislature and

the comments thereon, Mr. W. thought it due to others to hold

himself directly accountable for, the events having occurred under
his own observation,



The present condition of our city, its alarmingly high death

rate, the rapid increase and overcrowding of the population, the

increasing prevalence of diseases that indicate widely-acting
causes of insalubrity ; and, lastly, the absence of a rational

Sanitary Code, and the imperfect execution of the existing laws

relating to the Public Health, combine to demonstrate the neces-

sity of such an Association.

The following tables exhibit in a striking manner the exces-

sive mortality and the high death rate in New York.

The population of New York by last census (1855), was 629,810
“ London, “ “ 2,362,236

nearly four times as great.
The mortality of New York in 1857 was 23,196
If the mortality of London bore the same ratio to that

of New York, as does its population, it would have
been (in 1857), 92,784

But it was only 56,786

A saving of lives over the New York rate of 35,998

The ratio of deaths to the population in the cities mentioned

below, was, in the years

1835. .one in. .
New York.

. . 40'87
Baltimore.

42-75
Philadelphia. Boston.

43

1840. Cl . . 39 74 5012

1845. it .. 37-55 41-81

1850. Cl
.. 33-52 36-19 46-10 37-84

1852. IC 4045

1853. Cl 43-61

1854. Cl . . 22-5 38-10

1855. IC .. 27-33 47-81 39-88
1856. IC

..
28-67 44’5

1857. Cl
.. 2715 40-5

THE PUBLIC HEALTH.
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Were the rate of mortality in the city of New York no greater
than the death rate in London, Philadelphia, or Boston, there

would be an annual saving of six oi' seven thousand humanlives.

But the needless sacrifice of life in our city gives but an in-

adequate idea of the actual losses caused by preventable sick-

ness and death. It has been reliably estimated that the pecuniary
burdens occasioned by preventable disease and the needless sacri-

fice of human lives inthe city of New York, amount to more than

thirteenmillions of dollars, annually.

Extract from the Report of the Select Committee of the Senate, ap-

pointed to Investigate the Health Department of the City of

New York.

“ From the report of the ‘ New York Society for Improving the

Condition of the Poor,’ for the year 1857, the committee extract the

following passage, for the purpose of preserving an interesting table

which illustrates, in an international aspect, the subject under dis-

cussion. It presents the question which so deeply affects the welfare

and the reputation of the City of New York, in a point of view that

ought to fix the attention of every intelligent citizen. While as a

nation wre rank first, in regard to health, among nine of the great
nations of the earth, yet as a city, our vaunted metropolis stands

last, in this respect, among eight of the populous cities of the

world.

11 1 The people of the United States are, probably, the healthiest

in the world. The annual deaths are one and one-half per cent, of

the population, whilst the ratio of deaths in this city is about the

average of most European cities. The following tabular exhibit of

the annual mortality in some of the principal countries and cities of

Europe, will illustrate and confirm the statement.

‘ The mortality of London is 25 in 1,000.
“ Berlin is 25 in 1,000.
11 Turin is 26 in 1,000.
“ Paris is 28 in 1,000.
“ Genoa is 31 in 1,000.
“ Lyons is 33 in 1,000.
li Hamburg is 36 in 1,000.
11 New York is 38 in 1,000.
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‘ The mortality of different countries is :

‘ In the United States 15 in 1,000.
In England 23 in 1,000.
In Denmark 23 in 1,000.
In France 23.5 in 1,000.
In Holland 24 in 1,000.
In Sweden 24 in 1,000.
In Prussia 28 in 1,000.
In Austria 31 in 1,000.
In Russia 36 in 1,000.

‘ If, therefore, the ratio of mortality is any criterion of the con-

dition of the laboring classes, which constitute a large proportion of
the population, then our tables of mortality show that there are few
cities where the improvement of the physical state of the inhabi-
tants is more needed than in our own. We have no statistics of

wretchedness, such as have been officially gathered up in some Eu-

ropean cities; yet it is not the less certain that New York suffers as

much, if not more, from a disregard of sanitary economy, and what

may be termed the science of common life, than probably most

European cities.’ ”





At a regular meeting of the Sanitary Association, held on the

second day of June, 1859, Mn. Halliday submitted a Report from

the Select Committee on Domiciliary Accommodations, of which the

following are extracts:

DOMICILIARY ACCOMMODATIONS OF THE CITY.

Three years since, the whole number of buildings, of all descrip-
tions, in this city, was some fifty-three thousand; this includes, of

course, buildings occupied exclusively as stores, and all public build-

ings, churches, etc. Some of the lower Wards are nearly occu-

pied by stores. The City is divided into tw’enty-two Wards. In

1856, nineteen of these Wards contained a population of 535,027
inhabitants—divided into 112,833 families, averaging a little less

than five souls in each family. For the accommodation of these

112,833 families, residing in nineteen Wards, there were 36,088
dwellings, averaging about three families to each dwelling. There

are but 12,717 of those families occupying an entire house;
7,148 of these dwellings contain two families; 4,600 contain each

three families. Thus, while 24,465 of these dwellings shelter but

36,213 families, the remaining 13,623 houses have to cover 76,620
families, averaging nearly six families to each house. Showing
that about three-fourths of the whole population of NewYork

live averaging but a fraction less than six families in a house, while

only about one family in ten occupy a whole house. The following

DOMICILIARY ACCOMMODATIONS
IN THE CITY OF NEW YORK.
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table will show how the families are apportioned to these dwel-

NO. HOUSES.

Containing 1 family 12,717
“ 2 families 7,147
“ 3 “ 4,600
“ 4 “ 3,256
“ 5 “ 2,055
“ 6- “ 1,060
“ 7 “ 1,487
“ 8 “ 1,444
“ 9 “ 355
“ 10 “ 556
“ 11 “ 175
“ 12 “ 277
“ 13 “ 300
“ 14 “ 169
“ 15 “ 90
“ 16 “ 289
“ 17 “ 58
“ 18 “ 63
“ 19 “ 19
“ 20 “ 160

“ 21 “ 9
“ 22 “ 28

23 “ 5
“ 24 “ 58

There are many single blocks of dwellings, containing nearly twice

thenumber of families residing on the whole of Fifth Avenue: or than

a continuous row of dwellings similar to those on the Fifth Avenue,
three or four miles in length. There is a multitude of these squares,

any ten of which contain a larger population than the whole of the

city of Hartford, which covers an area of several miles. In 1850,
the entire population of this City was 515,394. Number of families,
93,608. Whole number of dwellings, 37,677.

Philadelphia, in 1850, contained a population of 408,752, divided

into 72,392 families. To accommodate these families, there were

61,278 dwellings. With a population 107,000 smaller than New

York, Philadelphia had 23,601 more dwellings.
Baltimore, in 1850, with a population of 210.646 in 94,925 fami-

lies, had 30,065 dwellings.
Boston, in 1850, had a population of 146,881. Chelsea, a suburb

of Boston, had a population of 7,236. Boston and Chelsea inclu-

ded, had 25,415 families, and 16,567 dwellings.

NO. HOUSES.

Containing 23 families 5
“ 25 “ 9

“ 2G “ 26
“ 27 “ 1

“ 28 “ 1

“ 29 “ 1

“ 30 “ 4

" 32 “ 2
“ 34 “ 1
“ 35 " 2
“ 36 “ 3

“ 37 “ 1
“ 38 “ 1

“ 40 “ 1

“ 42 “ 1

“ 43 “ 1

“ 45 “ 2
“ 48 “ 1

“ 50 “ 1

“ 54 “ 1

“ 56 “ 1

57 “ 1

“ 87 “ 1

“ 94 “ 1
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The extreme value of land in New York makes tenement houses

a necessity. They have sprung up within a few years, and have now

become so numerous, and the amount of capital invested in them is

so enormous, and the interest paid to the owners in the shape of

rent is so great, that it may be almost an impossibility to accomplish
any reform. In one case, where the establishment is arranged for

the accommodation of one hundredand twenty-six families, therates

charged, if the tenements were all occupied, would not be less than

twenty-five or thirty per cent, on the first cost —sothat some five

years would suflice to pay principal and interest. This building
stands on a plot of ground perhaps 50x250 feet. There is an alley
in each side, running the whole depth and some eight feet in

width. Our tenement buildings are almost invariably so constructed

as to make even tolerable ventilation entirely out of the question.
A current of fresh air can never be passed through them after they are

finished. Each tenement very generally consists of a room and bed-

room. The buildings three to six stories high, with two or more

families on each floor or story. In this one room the family sit-

do all their work, cook, wash and eat. Disgusting as some of these
details are, the influenceboth on thehealth and morals of thepeople
cannot be properly estimated in the absence of these details. I am

no longer surprised at developments of wickednessin our midst, when

I see how the masses live. The large tenement house alluded to

above, is occupied principally by foreigners, but not of the lowest

class; most of them, with different surroundings, would make them-

selves appear respectable; but look at a single fact, in connection
with the accommodations offered to these families, where they pay
thirty-five per cent, on themoney which their tenement costs. The

alley-ways, at the sides of these houses, are excavated to the depth
of the cellarsof the house—saynine feet—an arch thrown over, and
covered with flag-stones. Directly through the whole length of this
excavation or vault, is an open drain connecting with the street

sewer, the water always standing withbut very littlecurrent. Along
one side thewholelength of this vault, are arranged thewater-closets
used in common by this horde of families. They should be called
stalls rather than closets, for there is not a door connected with this
whole establishment; there is an opening from each division of the
cellar into this vault—thevault being lighted by openings a few
feet apart, covered with iron grating such as, or similar to, those



30

upon sidewalks. The tilthand odor of this place are awful. And yet.
these are the only accommodations offered to hundreds of women and

children, amid filth such as no decent farmer would drive his swine

into, and where there is little more retiracy than upon a public com-

mon. Where there are such beastly arrangements as these, how can

they develop other than a beastly morality ? Nor need it be a won-

der that more people die in New York, than in almost any other

city on the face of the globe. Our tenements for the masses are so

constructed as to shut out the light, and make ventilation an im-

possibility, while the surroundings without are made to combine the

very elements of death. They have but two windows for light and

air, and only one to each room; these look out against a solid
brick wall eight feet from them, and upon this alley-way the

odors arising from the horrid vault beneath mingle with every
inhalation these poor creatures make. Nearly all of our tene-

ment houses are open to these very strictures—not, I will admit,
to so great an extent,—yet the state of things is such as to make

death a certainty to most of the poor babes whose lungs inhale

their atmosphere. No one will wonder who goes through these

houses,—only as he shall wonder that all, old and young, do
not die. If this City were not more favorably located for health
than almost any other city on earth, almost nobody would live here.
Let the same state of things exist in New Orleans, and it would be
decimated at once—and so would London. But terrible as the

physical aspect is, the moral side of the picture is utterly appalling-
What will be the moral condition of New York thirty years hence?

is a question that ought to be pondered soon, if we would not be

engulphed. I was in the City during the whole period of the first
cholera. With a population of two hundred and twenty thousand,

the deathsran up from about six thousand theyear previous, to more

than ten thousand six hundred, notwithstanding that more than one-

half of the population left the City during the prevalence of the.

epidemic. Then the disease selected as spots where it would run

riot, where there were themost crowded neighborhoods. The block

in Laurens street, between Broome and Grand, was most terribly
scourged. I very well remember entering one of the houses the

morning the sixteenth corpse was carried out; and notwithstanding
the terrible mortality there, it would bear no comparison to the pre-
sent dense crowded state of our tenant houses. In 1832, there was
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only here and there a place which seemed so particularly to invite
the disease. Now, these plague-inviting neighborhoods are every-
where. Then, the mass of the people of New York could leave for
more healthy localities. Now, if cholera or yellow fever gain a foot-

hold, they must stay and die. as they could not, on account of poverty,
leave. Let the cholera return here with the same virulence as at its

first visit, and what could prevent the death of hundreds of thousands
of people in ten weeks, which was about the time it prevailed then.

Scenes I then witnessed by day and by night, can hardly ever fade

from my memory; but I candidly believe that, from the altered con-

dition of our people in regard to their domiciliary accommodations,
and, from their deeper poverty being compelled to stop here, the

mortality w’ould be most horribly increased.*

* The facts contained in this valuable Report of Mr, Hallway are con-

tained in a volume since published by that gentleman, under the title of

‘'Lost and Found."





A special meeting of the Sanitary Association was held in

the University Medical College, Fourteenth street, on Thursday
evening, June 13, 1859.

On motion of Gen. Wetmore, the usual order of business was

set aside to listen to a paper by Mr. Egbert L. Viele, upon “The

Topography and Hydrology of the Island of New York, in their

connection with the Sanitary condition of the City,” being a re-

port upon this subject made at the request of the Society. The

subject was illustrated by a map, hanging against the wall

behind the reader.

Mr. Viele began by saying that of the total number of deaths

which take place annually over the whole surface of the globe,
nearly one half are caused by fever in its different forms. To

this may be added the number who perish by diseases which

originate under circumstances similar to those which produce
fever.

It is a well established fact that the principal cause of fever
is a humid miasmatic state of the atmosphere, produced by the

presence of an excess of moisture in the ground, from which

poisonous exhalations constantly arise, vitiating the purer air,
and carrying into the system of those who inhale it a virus

which, if not sufficiently intense to produce fever, has such a

disturbing effect upon the functions of some organ, or set of

TOPOGRAPHY AND HYDROLOGY

OF

NEW YORK,

EGBERT L. VIELE, ESQ.
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organs, as to weaken the general system, and act as a powerful
predisposing cause of some of the most common and fatal mala-

dies to •which the human body is subject. It follows as a matter

of course that the first efforts to improve the salubrity of any
place whatever, should be directed toward preventing the aggre-
gation of water in particular localities, and to remove such as

has been allowed to collect.

In order to illustrate more clearly this subject of drainage
let us examine it in connection with a district of country where

the surface is in a perfectly natural condition, unaltered or unaf-

fected by any artificial improvements—-diversified by bills and

valleys, the elevations and depressions forming the water sheds

and water courses by which the ground is partially relieved of
the excess of rain which falls upon it. The evaporation which

is constantly going on, under the influence of solar heat upon
the waters of the ocean, and of the land, carries into the atmos-

phere large quantities of water, which through changes of tem-

perature, becomes condensed, —and descends again upon the

earth. But a small portion of that which is annually discharged
from the clouds is necessary to vegetation, or is absorbed by the

ground. A portion of it passes off on the surface into the

rivulets and rivers, and thence to the ocean. Another portion
descends through the soil by the force of gravity, until it meets

with an impermeable substratum: flowing along this stratum, it

either accumulates in hollow basins, or diffuses itself through
extensive tracts of subsoil, finding vent in the shape of springs,
or by spreading itself over a large mass of soil, it saturates it

as a sponge, rendering it unfit for cultivation, creating marshes

and swamps, whence arise the malaria so destructive to health.

These are visible effects ; but there is another condition by
means of which this surplus water is rendered injurious to veg-
etation and to health :—As soon as a portion of water is beneath

the surface, it is acted upon by capillary attraction in addition

to the force of gravity, the tendency of which is to hold it in

suspension, whereby the soil becomes soured and chilled by the

evaporation, which carries the water off in the shape of mist, so

that even in those sections of country where there is no evidence
of marshes or swamps, the nature of the soil may be such as to

render it extremely unhealthy.
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Probably there is no spot in the world so well adapted by na-

ture for the purpose of a commercial entrepot as the Island on

which this city is built. Lying upon the unturned edge of a

vast primitive formation, whose upheaval has given it a well
defined water shed, combined with every variety of surface.

Containing twenty-two superficial square miles, every foot of
which is adapted to building purposes, its shores crested by
noble rivers rolling into the ocean pregnant with creative

energy ; projecting into a bay which contains 24 square miles
of water surface, and connects with an outer roadstead of 100

square miles in extent, and, to crown all. blessed by a climate of
unsurpassed salubrity.

Every year adds its millions of increase to the business of our

merchants. New palaces of trade and industry are rising up
on every hand, and so it will goon ; capital will continue to

seek here an investment, and labor its reward, and a few years
will find here a city rivaling in population, opulence and splen-
dor any city of ancient or modern times. If there are those
who doubt it, let them look back at the progress of the city for

the last thirty years. In 1826 the number of inhabitants was

150,000, and the estimated value of taxableproperty 100,000,000
dollars. In 1856 the number of inhabitants was 700,000, and
the value of taxable property was 500,000,000 of dollars. At
this rate of increase in 30 years the number of inhabitants will
exceed two millions, and the value of property exceed three bil-
lions of dollars.

Let us examine the map, and see wherein the errors of the

past consist, and where our responsibility rests in this matter.

In the first place, within the corporate limits of the city, more

than seven hundred acres have been tilled in where the tide once

flowed, and the material of this filling’ has generally been the

worst description of earth for such a purpose. The fearful rav-

ages of epidemics in these portions of the city, are sufficient

evidence of their insalubrity.

Commencing at the Battery, and following the original topo-
graphy, we find that, previous to the year 1695, an inlet, and

THE CITY OF NEW YORK.

ERRORS OF THE FAST.
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subsequently a canal, ran through what is now Broad street, as

far as Exchange place, with a branch running toward the West

through Beaver street, afterwards known as the Old Ditch. The

main canal was crossed by two principal bridges, one at where

is now Bridge street, and the other at Stone street, while at

Beaver street there were two smaller bridges, for foot passen-

gers. The Long Island ferry house stood at the corner of New

street and Exchange Place, the ferry boat passing through the

canal.

A little further north a stream ran through what is now

Maiden Lane. Next above, where is now Ferry street, was Beek-

man’s Park, a large tract of wot land, from which a stream ran

into the East River. Next was the Collect Pond, a large body
of fresh wrater, said to have been seventy feet in depth, located

in the basin, the site of which is now occupied by the Tombs.

On this small lake Fitch launched his first steamboat. A stream

called the Wreck Brook ran from the Collect to the East River,
through a Ioav meadow ; it emptied into the river at the foot of

what is now Roosevelt street. There was formerly a bridge
across this on the old road, which is now Chatham street. The

main outlet of the Collect was by a stream, running to the

North River, through the Lispenard Swamp, which covered a

very large surface, extending from Duane street on the south,
to Spring street. A large stone bridge crossed this stream at

Canal street. In the year 1796 a project was submitted by two

engineers to the city authorities, for making a dock or basin of

the Collect, as a safe harbor for shipping, and to drain and carry
off the water from that quarter by means of a ship canal. This

shows what an extensive affair this body of water was. So far

back as 1805 a committee appointed to examine into the con-

dition of the Collect pond, reported that it was filled with the

bodies of dead animals, and was dangerous to the public health.

It has now disappeared from view’, but is more or less present
in the soil—as is evidenced by the miasma which has proved so

fatal to many poor wretches, who have beenarrested in a night’s
debauch, and thrown into the stone cells of the Tombs, never to

awake from their drunken sleep.
The next stream above the Collect, on the North River side,

was called the Minnetta Water, originating in the neighborhood
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of University Place and 16th street, it emptied into the Hudson

near the foot of Hammersley street, passing through what is

now Washington Square, and creating a great deal of swampy
soil in its course. Where it crossed the old road near Eighth
street, there was a bridge, and the stream was 12 feet wide

at this point. It is now lost to sight, but very dear to the mem-

ory of some people, for it has cost a great many doctors’ bills.—

The physicians can trace the course of this stream by their

practice in intermittent fevers. On the opposite side of the

city were the Stuyvesant swamps, a very extensive area of low

alluvial land, receiving the waters of numerous small streams.

Tompkins Square lies in this region. The easterly side of the

city is swampy all the way up from here to Kip’s Bay.
A considerable stream, creating a great deal of swampy land

received the drainage of Murray Hill and vicinity, passing
through what is now Madison Square and Gramercy Park ; so

we see that there are live public squares located entirely, or in

part, in swamps, viz:—St. John’s, Washington, Tompkins, Mad-
ison and Gramercy. On the westerly side again we find a

stream emptying into the Hudson at32d street and 11th avenue,
coming all the way from the 6th avenue, and pursuing a very tor-

tuous course, and creating an abundance of swampy soil. An-

other at 42d street of nearly the same character and extent.

In the more elevated portions of the island, as the topography
becomes more intricate with higher hills and more extensive

valleys, the watercourses increase in magnitude. The progress
of street grading has obstructed these streams, forming in all

directions large deposits of stagnant water, engendering a cor-

responding amount of fever and ague, from which a large por-
tion of the population of that section of the city are at the

present time suffering. In the neighborhood of Broadway,
Eighth avenue and 62d street, was, until recently, a stagnant
pond emitting the most noxious odors ; it is now partially
obscured by a covering of earth thrown in to bring the lots into

the market. The earth, however, is as full of water as a

sponge.
A stream originating in this pond runs in a northwesterly

direction, then turns and crosses the Central Park diagonally
to the corner of 59th street and 5th avenue ; here a miserably
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constructed culvert partly obstructs and dams back the water;
crossing 59th street, it passes under the 5th avenue near 58th

street ; then again crossing 59th street, between 4th and 5th

avenues, it passes under the 4th avenue, between 58th and 59th

streets ; then crossing 58th, 57th, 56th and 55th streets, between

3d and 4th avenues, it runs into a sewer at the junction of 3d

avenue and 54th street. A branch of this stream passes under

the Arsenal through a well constructed conduit, and under the

5th avenue and 64th street, where it debouches to the surface,
and crossing 63d, 62d, 61st and 60th streets, joins the main

stream at the junction of 4th avenue and 59th street.

Another large stream rises between 8th and 9th avenues, and

running easterly crosses the Central Park at 74th street, passes
under the 5th avenue at 74th street, then crossing 4th avenue

and 3d avenue, between 74th and 73d streets, crossing and re-

crossing 75th street, between 2d and 3d avenues; crossing 2d

avenue, and then 74th street, near 1st avenue, crossing and

recrossing 74th street, between avenue A and 1st avenue,

crossing avenue A between 74th and 75th streets, and

avenue B between the same streets, it empties itself into the

East River. This stream is more than three miles long. The

various turnings are caused by ledges of rocks. A large body
of water passes through it which at one time turned a mill, and

the ground throughout its whole course is swampy. It is

scarcely necessary for me to go on describing the courses of all

the original streams. Those I have described contained almost

as much water as has been collected from various sources on Long
Island for the Brooklyn Water Works which have just been com-

pleted.
I know that it is generally supposed that when the city is

entirely built upon, all that water will disappear, but such is not

the case.

The very material which is thrown in to cover it up will form a

nucleus for its increase, not only retaining a larger amount of mois-

ture, but will have added to it the drainings through the animal and

vegetable refuse which accumulates in all large cities. The fatal

consequences which we have already felt are trifling, compared to

the suffering that will follow the entire occupation of the island.
The older cities of Europe give us sufficient evidence of this, They
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pursued the same course which we are following, and what has been
the result ? Take, for instance, the city of Glasgow; for five

years ending 1840, 55,94!) persons were attacked with fever,—
every fifth person in the city ; out of these 4,788 died. We know

not at what moment, under a combination of unfavorable circum-

stances, a pestilence may break out among us; everything is ripe
for it, and so sure as it begins so sure will it follow the water lines

which I have pointed out; it has done it before, and will do it

again. It is a remarkable fact, that the cholera broke out in 1832,
in London, in the very spot where the plague first appeared in 1551

and 1605. In Hamburg, subsequent to the cholera of 1832, the

district which suffered the most was thoroughly drained, and when

the disease re-appeared in 1848, that district was almost exempt.
There is now no doubt that the ravages of the plague in Europe

in 1603, 1625, 1636 and 1665 were due to precisely the same causes

which foster the diseases to which we have referred. Of this dis-

ease there died in—

Florence, 60,000
Venice, - 100,000
Marseilles, (in one month,) - - 16,000
Vienna, - 70,000
Paris, 50,000
St. Denis, 14,000
Avignon, - 60,000
Strasburg, ----- 16,000
Lubech, - 9,000
Basle, ----- 14,000
Erfurt, ----- 16,000
Loudon, 100,000

How soon shall we be prepared to enter this list ? I venture the

prediction that when we do go in, in the true spirit of Yankee pro-
gress, we will outdo the rest of the world ! —in this as well as every-
thing else. But let us hope, ere that time comes, thatwe shallhave
done some credit to the higher intelligence and broader philanthropy
which characterises the age in which we live, and shall haveadopted
those measures which are so clear and so imperatively necessary, if
we would avoid the want, and woe, and wretchednesswhich form so

many black phases in the history of the cities of Europe. In this

money making, money wasting generation, let us not be deaf to the
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lessons of the past. And while we are erecting our marble palaces
of trade, rearing our domestic altars in gilded and frescoed halls,
and seeking heaven with thespires of our gothic temples of religion,
let us not forget that more than all this splendor surrounded the
thrones of the Caesars, and yet Home fell under the combined

influences of a lawless democracy and the malaria of the Pontine
marshes. God grant that the same unholy alliance may not be
formed for our destruction.

At the close of the reading, a vote of thankswas given to Mr.

Viele for his valuable paper, and a copy requested for the archives

of the Society.
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