
A Midnight Visitation 

A few evenings ago, I was seated in a comfortable chair in my little room at the Bacup Times Office, 

deeply interested in the pages of a new novel red hot from the hands of publishers. In my office to 

the right, the editorial pen was scratching out the weekly leader, slip by slip while in another room 

to my left the perseverance junior was reading proofs and passing them revised at a speed that 

would stagger even a model schoolmaster. I had reached a particularly interesting chapter in the 

book when suddenly I became conscious of a draught of air blowing onto my face and on looking up, 

I saw that one of the shutters of the window had been raised. Now, there was something peculiar 

about that as I have often had occasion to open the window to save myself from being poisoned by 

the leaden flames from the linotypes, but at such times it has taken all my strength to lift it over a 

few inches and it screeched and shrieked as if it’s very internals were being withdrawn. Tonight, 

however, it had slipped up relatively unheard and, what was stranger without so far as I could see 

the help of any human agency. 

I got up from my chair and looked out into King Street, then a strange thing happened I found myself 

out in the cool air of the street hurrying along in the darkness and accompanied by someone or 

something unknown to me. “We are going,” said my companion to see some of the hidden sights of 

Bacup. Mr George Shepherd at a stirring speech in the liberal Club some months ago told his hearers 

that many of the houses in Bacup were not fit to keep cattle in. His remarks were printed in the 

Bacup Times most of those who read that, thought them to be exaggerated, I am going to let you 

see these things tonight for yourself and then you can tell the people that what George Shepherd 

said was right and what they thought was wrong. 

I made no reply but impelled by an irresistible force walked along by the side of my companion it 

was a few minutes after midnight, and very dark, and I wondered how I was to see the things my 

guide had mentioned. When houses were locked up, the lights and the blinds down. 

“He” I will call my companion for convenience spoke again. You have been told he said that two-

thirds of Bacup is unsanitary. That’s more rubbish than a random statement, Bacup taken as a whole 

is as sanitary as the majority of other towns of similar size in the United Kingdom. What George 

Shepherd referred to in his remarks at the Liberal Club were individual cases, and most of these I am 

going to show you tonight.  

Do you know that in Bacup, there are no more than a score of houses which are overcrowded and 

these are scattered about all over the district? There is not a single congested area in the whole of 

the borough but there are plenty of dwellings which must be called unsanitary. It is the single houses 

that are the greatest source of evil, where large families herd together in the same room, both day 

and night But see here.  

A Depraved Sight 

My guide had stopped opposite the window of a house in the centre of Bacup, I cannot give the 

reason but when I put my face to the glass I saw everything in the room as clearly as if I was day. It 

was a dirty place too dirty to describe had I attempted to do so the conception left in the mind of 

the average reader would be far from adequate. I must leave, but I found myself gradually rising like 

a gas balloon and there when I looked through into the room and counted the people therein laid 



asleep. There were fourteen in all, three only being children. They were of both sexes, and the beds 

numbered six. The sight is so impressed on my mind that I could with ease see how they slept, but 

respect for the morals of those young men and women and children all huddled together in one 

room of no great size some of them with little covering for their half-naked forms and breathing 

atmosphere of filth. 

In company with my guide I visited twelve other houses that night but at no other place were the 

conditions within so bad as regarded the sleeping arrangments. One house at Britannia contained 

eleven grown-up people of both sexes and in other at Stacksteads contained ten, four of whom were 

adults. In one of the cellar tenements in the town, I saw a whole family sleeping on one bed. These 

are awful horrible statements to make I know, but it is my mission to write what I saw and my 

mission shall be fulfilled. For about two hours we wandered from tenement to tenement all 

specifically selected by my unknown companion and nearly all of which were the inhabitants of dirt, 

diseases, and insanitation. What I had seen filled me with a desire to know more about the 

circumstances of these people. 

“ Is it?” I asked my companion that the dwelling houses such as we have seen are responsible for the 

conditions of the people or are the people responsible for the conditions of the dwellings. In the 

majority of cases said “he” it is not the houses that are defective but the people who make them 

unsanitary by their lazy indolent habits. They neglect every law of hygiene and ruthlessly violate the 

most obvious rules of health. 

Why there are hundreds of people in Bacup who have been living in the same houses for many years 

and during all that time have never thought to clean out sink traps. The dirty, filthy, slimy, greasy, 

slop stones I could show you would make your stomach heave. Ugh! If these overweight buxom 

unwashed women would devote one-third of the time they spend gossiping at their doors in 

cleaning out their sinks in the houses, the cupboards where they keep their food and the gullies in 

the back yards what a different borough it would be.  

Under the best conditions, these single houses are bad enough but when they are occupied by lazy 

tenants the state of this is abominable and when a case of sickness occurs there is absolute danger. 

The patient, which may be a child with measles or scarlet fever, diarrhoea or bronchitis, is kept and 

nursed in the same room where the other people of the house abide and eat, and where cooking, 

washing and baking is done. The very milk upon which the child must subsist is poisoned by the foul 

smells and atmosphere in which it is kept. 

No Remedy  

“Is there a remedy for the state of things”? I asked  “Remedy,” said the voice of my companion 

“certainly” it’s a fact ninety-five per cent who live in overcrowded houses in Bacup do so for the sole 

purpose of saving money to spend on drink. The other five per cent, however, if found clean well-

furnished houses to live in would soon allow them to get into the condition of some of those we 

have seen tonight. That is why I say that in the majority of cases it is not the houses that are so 

unsanitary, but the people, the lazy drunken indolent wretches that inhabit them.  

In Gods Care 



“Do you know?” said the voice “ that out of every seven children born in Bacup, last year one died 

before it was twelve months old, come I will give you proof”. In a few minutes, we were standing in 

the field and acre of our God. The place where human harvest grew. I am not a nervous chap but the 

Bacup Cemetery where the dead are sleeping in their sepulchres, and mouldering as they sleep is 

not the most congenial of places at twelve o'clock in the morning and I was glad I had a companion 

even in spirit form. We hurried along to the registrar's office and turned up the records. “ Count,” 

said my guide. I counted and found that last year 369 people had been carried from their homes in 

Bacup to their last resting places and that a number equal to 135 out of every thousand babes been 

had passed into the hand of the gravedigger before they were twelve months old.  

“Why should that be,” said my companion, why should those little lives be lost in such a wholesale 

manner to what is mainly due to the ignorance of the mothers, alas in many cases also the gross 

carelessness of the mothers. The little mites enter the world amidst the squalor and dirt of 

overcrowded houses and it is left to the mercy of providence whether they live or not. In some 

cases, doubtless, the mother and the rest of the family would rather it didn’t live. It is fed on 

condensed milk, the natural means being trying for the mother. The opened tin stands about in the 

house for several days before the contents have been used and the infant is taking along with them 

into its stomach the germs and diseases and very often death. It is irresponsible for Bacup to have an 

infantile mortality considerably above the average for towns of similar sizes. Yet the percentage of 

deaths is much lower now than it was a few years ago when out of every four children born in the 

borough died before they could toddle across the hearthstone of their earthly homes. How sad is all 

this, but it will continue until the mothers of Bacup learn and are prepared to carry out the ordinary 

laws of hygiene and of health.  

If they are content to share their homes with six or eight other people, a room only large enough for 

two if they neglect their parental duties for the sake of other pleasures, if they will inflate their 

children's bellies with improper foods with germ-laden condensed milk the cheaper brands which 

contain no nutritional elements whatsoever or with cows' milk poisoned by a feral atmosphere if 

they will tear their babes from their warm beds at half-past five on a winters morning and hurry 

them through the cold into the hands of someone else to nurse until the same hour of an evening .  

If the mothers of Bacup will do these things then the infantile mortality will remain in its present 

unsatisfactory state. “You Times Man” concluded the voice “tell them of this, and let the good 

citizens know that although their own towns will compare favourably with others of similar size in 

Lancashire, yet the dark stains I have shown you still remain to smear its fair name. Until tenants 

remember that they themselves have duties to perform the work of a well-intentional Health 

Committee, and of one of the most energetic sanitary inspectors will be in vain.  

I waited for more but the voice had gone and I was alone. 


