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ABSTRACT
TOWARDS A CLEANER NEW YORK

JOHN H. GRISCOM AND NEW YORK'S PUBLIC HEALTH
1830-1870

By

Duncan R, Jamieson

In the years before the discovery of the germ theory, public
health was in the hands of environmental sanitarians, such as John
H. Griscom (1809-1874), For the four decades following his graduation
from medical school in 1831, Griscom actively campaigned to improve
living conditions for New York City's laboring classes who were trapped
in foul tenements and cellar residences. His concern for the poor extend-
ed to the immigrant (he was General Agent of the New York Board of
Commissioners of Eﬁtgrntion from 1848 until 1851) and the prisoner (he
was an active member of the New York Prison Association for twenty-
five years).

Most of Griscom's activity was directed towards improvement of
the health laws of New York, As a result of his efforts, the foundation
was laid for passage of the Metropolitan Health Bill in 1866, a major
advancement in health legislation. 1Indeed, Griscom's sanitary survey
of 1842, expanded and delivered as a lecture in 1844, can be seen as
the beginnings of the agitation for improved health laws. In a broader
sense, this report is the first sanitary survey of any major American
city, and it was eight years earlier than the more celebrated sanitary
report prepared by Lemuel Shattuck,

Grisgom's work fits within the scope of the humanitarian reform
carried on during the Jacksonian period. Public health reform, as seen

by Griscom, was just another manifestation of the Benthamite philosophy,
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"the greatest good for the greatest number." A healthy place in which
to live was as necessary to the laborer as were higher wages and better
working conditions, Tenement-house reform was as important, if not as
popular, as women's rights or temperance., It was Dr. Griscom's conten-
tion that improvement of the working man's living conditions would
reduce crime, vice and intemperance.

In another sense, if James Fenimore Cooper, speaking of man's
"wasty ways'" through Natty Bumppo, is an early American envirommentalist,
then Griscom can also be considered a part of the American conservation
movement, He was concerned with pure air and water, open spaces for
recreation, and cleaning up the urban scene. In short,he actively
tried to end the urban blight, He was acutely aware of the problems
which separated man from his natural surroundings, and reduced his life
expectancy in the process., Destruction of human life from pollution was
not as serious a problem in his life-time, but bad air and fetid water
killed or maimed hundreds of New York's poor each year.

The major results of Griscom's activity were improved laws--
the Metropolitan Health Act, steerage laws, tenement-house laws, and
laws providing for the registration of vital statistics--and a growing
awareness on the part of the general public that the poorer sections
of the city were becoming increasingly uninhabitable, By keéping the
prqblems before the public, Griscom hoped to put an end to the graft
and spoils that allowed them to grow and flourish, |

While there is a scarcity of secondary sources that deal directly
with this subject, primary material is available in abundance. There
are a number of medical journals, many of them published ;n New York,
These included Griscom's own writings and reviews of those writings
in addition to articles and reports from other leading sanitarians.

Griscom also wrote several books and pamphlets related to public héilth.
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Reports and minutes from the leading medical associations, city, state,
and federal documents and the major New York newspapers also contain

a wealth of information related to New York's public health.
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PREFACE

If it is true that the strength of a state rests with its
people, then all those conditions which significantly affect the
people are of importance and of consequence to the historian, Within
this context, the steadily deteriorating condition of the public's
health in mid-nineteenth century New York City is of more than passing
interest to the historian concerned with America's cities, their health,
and the intellectual attitudes of the day,

One approach to this question is to choose a key figure and
examine his role and his contribution to the alleviation of the pre-
dicament under study. Such a figure was John H. Griscom (1809-1874),
perhaps the single most important physician-reformer in pre-germ theory
American public health, This is true because of his broad based
concern for the people of the lower classes, Whereas others made con-
tributions as important as Griscom's in some of the areas in which he
was interested, none of his associates were involved in as many acti-
vities aimed at improving the condition of the laboring classes,

In a study such as this, it is important for the reader to remember
that medical terminology, theory, and practice then in vogue is, in
most cases, no longer acceptable to the medical world, Unless speci-
fically mentioned to be otherwise, all medical concepts are those to
which John H. Griscom subscribed. Griscom's significance, then, lies
not with his treatment of yellow fever or cholera, but with his ideas
on the causes and modes of prevention of these and other epidemic and
endemic diseases. He thought, for example, that if the tenement dis-

tricts were cleaned up many of the problems faced by the poor could be eased.
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In preparing this study, I am indebted to many people. Professor
Douglas T. Miller acquainted me with Griscom and his work, and has
directed this project from the beginning. His several readings of the
manuscr ipt and subsequent suggestions have been invaluable. Professors
Harry Brown and Mar jorie Gesner have also read the entire manuscript
with care and offered much help, Dr. Norman McCullough, of the Depart-
ment of Microbiology and Public Health, helped me in understanding pre-
germ theory public health,

Librarians at Michigan State, the University of Michigan, the
New York Public Library and the New York Historical Society were all
very kind, as were the librarians at the National Library of Medicine
in Bethesda, Maryland, and the assistant archivists at the American
Medical Association's library in Chicago. The entire staff of the
New York Academy of Medicine was very gracious, especially Mrs, Alice
Weaver, in the Molloch Rare Book Room., In addition to making a great
deal of material available, Mrs, Weaver directed me toward sources
of which I was unaware,

For patiently typing the final manuscript I am deeply indebted
to Colleen Platt,

Among other things, Merri Jamieson has helped by doing research,
reading chapters, listening to ideas, and offering innumerable suggestions,

Mostly she has helped by being a great wife,
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CHAPTER I
INTRODUCTION

Here and there may be seen a

solitary devotee, earnestly

engaged in his sanitary and

statistical labors, unaided

and alone. Wilson Jewell, M.D.

The office of City Inspector of New York City, chiefly concerned

with the public health, was established in 1807 by an act of the State
Legislature, The office remained relatively unchanged until 1842, when
the Common Council appointed a young New York physician to the post,
John H. Griscom, who had received his M.D. degree eleven years earlier
from the Medical Department of the University of Pennsylvania, took
his job so seriously that he was removed from office and replaced by
one not so concerned with reform, The expulsion was directly attri-
butable to two reports in which Griscom outlined a plan to reorganize
the health department, For two years after his ejection Griscom gathered
evidence on the insalubriousness of New York, which he presented to
the Common Council in 1844, The Council, however, returned the report
to its author because 'they do not think it proper at this time, to go
into such a measure," Undaunted, Griscom delivered his report to an

enthusiastic audience at the Repository of the American Institute, Thus

was aired the first sanitary survey of a major American cit:y.1

I
During the earlier part of the present century, it was generally
believed that the public health movement in the United States began with

1



2
the discovery and application of the germ theory of disease. Joseph
Lister's discoveries in aseptic surgery reached the United States shortly
after the Civil War, About this same period the American Public Health
Association was founded (1871). This was only five years after the
Metropolitan Health Bill, America's first comprehensive health bill,
was passed by the New York Legislature., The improvements in the sanitary
condition of the population in the years before the germ theory were
relegated to the position of "environmental sanitation."” This inter-
pretation of the public health movement was challenged in the early
1940's when Iago Galdston argued that it was rooted in the humanist
philosophy which brought about revision of the English poor laws in
the 1830's, According to this thesis, public health was:
dedicated to the ferreting out and to the removal of all
the disease producing factors, be they noxious working
conditions, long work hours, inadequate wages, bad
housing, contaminated food and water, ignorance, in-
temperance or illiteracy.
According to Galdston, public health reform first appeared in the
United States when John H, Griscom advanced changes to improve the
health of pre-Civil War New York City.2
Dr. Griscom was motivated in his efforts to help the poor by
several different forces, but the primary influence was that of Edwin
Chadwick, the English sanitary reformer and disciple of Jeremy Bentham,

On July 9, 1842, sanitary reform was given a lift when Chadwick presented

his Report on the Sanitary Condition of the Labouring Population of

Great Britain to the House of Lords. It had taken Chadwick several

years and a "small army of local investigators" to gather the evidence;
indeed, he began working on sanitary reform in 1834 when he was appointed
a Poor Law Commissioner, The influence of Chadwick upon Griscom is
obvious when one considers the title of the latter's 1845 report: The

Sanitary Condition of the Laboring Population of New York. In it




3
Griscom referred to the "celebrated report of Mr, Chadwick, ., . ."
Chadwick's influence can also be seen in the fact that Griscom used
the information supplied, upon request, by the ward missionaries of
the City Tract Society in the same way Chadwick had used the reports
of the Assistant Poor Law Commissioners., Furthermore, Griscom's

New York activity was mentioned by Chadwick in his Supplementary Report

on the Results of a Spiecal [sic] inquiry into the Practice of Inter-

ments in Towns, 1In this addition to his earlier report Chadwick wrote

that he hgd received a copy of Griscom's Sanitary Condition. For
Griscom to copy Chadwick's style and then send a copy of the New York
report to him is indicative of the esteem Griscom had for Chadwick.3

Another individual to sway Griscom toward reform was his father,
John Griscom, John Griscom the elder was a well-known educator and
reformer who took charge of his son's early education, Later, when
the son began his medical career, he commenced by reading medicine in
the offices of Valentine Mott and John Godman--both distinguished
medical men and both close friends of the elder Griscom. It is more
than simple coincidence thaf both Griscoms were active in prison reform
and public health, Obviously the concerns of the father for those less
fortunate were passed on to the son,%

Besides the influence of Edwin Chadwick, and his father John
Grisccm, John H., Griscom was a product of his age. The beginnings of
his medical education coincided with the beginnings of the humanitarian
reform movement in the United States., He wrote his first article on the
evils of immigration when the societies in favor of peace, abolitiom,
temperance, and women's rights were coming to the fﬁre. Throughout the
remainder of the pre-Civil War period Griscom continued his reform
activities while the other groups grew in prestige and numbers. While

William Lloyd Garrison sought to bring about the end of slavery and the
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Locofocos tried to improve the condition of New York's laborers, Griscom
was involved with reforms aimed at easing the condition of the poor,
vhether they be immigrants crossing the Atlantic, prisoners in Auburn,
or tenants in the Five Points.3

To any list of ninéteenth century reform movements must be added
public health reform., It was Dr. Griscom's belief that people who were
struggling for life in some dark hovel could not be interested in
ending capital punishment. Griscom urged society to first improve basic
living conditions for the masses and then strive to improve the rights
of prisoners or women, The root of the problem was in the back court,
the flooded cellar, or the windowless apartment on the top floor of a
firetrap, Inadequate housing resulted in intemperance and in crimes
that might ultimately lead to capital punishment. The excessive rents
which were charged forced the husband to send his wife and children out
in search of work. Griscom saw a vicious cycle, and he stoutly main-
tained that if the root evil was eliminated other problems would be
easier to treat,b

Insofar as the conservation movement involved itself with the
purity of urban life, Griscom can be aligned with the early ecologists.
While men like Henry David Thoreau and John Muir extolled the beauties
of the wilderness, Griscom attempted to improve urban conditions. Uses

and Abuses of Air, his pioneering work on the nature of ventilation and

the importance of pure air to the human system, examined man's relation-
ship to his environment. Griscom clearly understood that nin,could

not continually pollute the earth, expecting no harmful results., It

was quite obvious to him that the problems plaguing the urbanites resulted
from careless disregard for the laws of nature. Man was a part of his
surroundings, Griscom thought, and not distinct from it; poor ventilation,

therefore, would have a deleterious effect on a man's health, It was
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nature's plan that waste from the body be separated from it, yet by
confining himself to a small, virtually airless apartment for many
hours at a time, the individual was constantly in close proximity to
his exhalations., Griscom repeatedly stated that the tenant must open
the windows of his apartment (assuming there were windows) and bring
in the air from the outside to live a full and healthy life.’
Ventilation would be of value only if the air on the outside
was cleaner and less offensive than that inside the tenement. Such
purity could be achieved two ways, according to Griscom. First, the
free exchange of air must not be impeded by tall buildings, narrow
streets and alleys, cul-de-sacs, or structures erected too close to
each other, Next, Griscom realized that it was much easier to keep the
air clean by avoiding obvious nuisances than it was to try and clean
it after it was polluted. But since the atmosphere in the poorer
wvards was already fouled, this type of action would only work in those
areas which were not yet overbuilt, Remedial action, to improve the
condition of the overpopulated wards must be combined with careful
urban planning to avoid nuisances in the future, Only by such a two-
pronged attack could the environment of New York be improved.8
Improving the quality of air in lower New York required ma jor
changes in land use. As long as slaughter houses, pig sties, gas
works, and other noxious establishments were interspersed with residen-
ces there could be no significant improvement., Griscom suggested that
certain sections of the city be set aside for such places and that
they be confined to those areas. Slaughter-houses, for example, were
to be located near rivers vhere the waste material could be easily
removed, While the removal of nuisances from areas of dense population
would ease the situation, over population was a more important, and

harder to solve, problem, Crowding reduced the quality of life in
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direct proportion to the numbers involved. More people created more
waste which caused more pollution. To Griscom the answer was simple
enough--reduce the number of people per unit of land. Putting this
into practice was difficult at best; land values and the need of the
worker to be close to his place of employment made changing the pattern
of urban overcrowding more ¢:f.nnp11.cat:ed.9

To Griscom the belief in the improvement and possible perfection
of man presented a solution to the problems of pollution and over-
crowding., The spirit of perfectionism was evident in the various reform
movements of the day, and Griscom was probably as interested in the
perfection of man as most other reformers. Yet he was also aware of
the feelings of anxiety and concern which were brought on by a rapidly
changing society. Griscom held that science, especially that branch
of science concerned with the health and welfare of the individual,
was moving in the direction of ultimate perfection, but that the fears

and anxieties of the age threatened its achievement. 1In 1854 he said:

If in its progress towards its establishment and perfection,

true science meets with an occasional traitorous or Know-
Nothing interruption, its votaries will still move forward
on the great errand of human health and life, enlarging
its borders, and strengthening its stakes. . . .10
I1
As the influx of workers to the city and the immigration from
abroad rapidly swelled the urban populations, decent housing became

scarce, Between 1830 and 1860, the population of New York more than

quadrupled. Charles Dickens, in his American Notes, vividly described

the kind of housing Griscom was to combat as city inspector. Dickens
wrote of the Five Points:

This is the place, these narrow ways, diverting to the
right and left,and reeking everywhere with dirt and filth,
Such lives as are led here, bear the same fruits here as
elsewhere. The coarse and bloated faces at the doors have
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counterparts at home, and all the wide world over.

Debauchery has made the very houses prematurely old.

See how the rotten beams are tumbling down, and how

the patched and broken windows seem to scowl dimly,

like eyes that have been hurt in drunken frays.ll

Those portions of the city allotted to the working classes, as

Dickens noted, were desperately in need of improvement, Streets were
piled high with garbage and tenements were filthy and unsafe. The
slum districts bred crime, disease, immorality, and intemperance,
and, as might be expected, the life expectancy of the inhabitants was
notably shorter than in other parts of the city. Griscom devoted his
time and energy for the forty years of his public career to regions
like New York's Five Points., He reported on the poor living conditions
of those who were unable to afford decent accomodations; his activity
helped bring about the Metropolitan Health Bill in 1866. While the
actual health bill that created the board was written by Stephen Smith
and Dorman Eaton, it was based on more than twenty years activity by
Griscom, As early as the 1840's Griscom had appealed to the Legislature
to create a more efficient health commission for New York City and its
environs., Philip Van Ingen stated, in his history of the New York
Academy of Medicine, that in 1861 the Academy adopted Dr. Griscom's
resolution calling for a committee to approach the Legislature on the
subject of the health bill, '"This was the beginning of the effort
wvhich resulted in the establishment of the Metropolitan Board of Health."
The writer of Griscom's obituary in the Medical Register went even
further:

After twenty years of untiring zeal, it afforded him

great pleasure to see the passage of the present Health

Law by the Legislature, which placed the sanitary super-

vision of the city and its surrounding territory, in the

hands of medical men, 12

Filth was only one of several causes of the extremely high

mortality in New York City., The pre-Civil War period saw mortality
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rates of most cities declining while New York's death rate kept

climbing, The 1850 mortality figures for four port cities were:

New York 1 death per 33.52 residents
Philadelphia 1 per 37.84
Boston 1 per 37.84
Baltimore 1 per 36.19

In 1857 the rates were as follows:

New York 1 death per 27.15 residents
Philadelphia 1 per 44,05
Boston ' 1 per 39,88
Baltimore 1 per 36.19

The figures show the mortality rate improved slightly in Boston and
significantly in Philadelphia, while it remained the same in Baltimore
and deteriorated in New York. It was pointed out that New York had
nearly reached the death rate of 1650 London. Among the reasons for
this rise in the death rate were overcrowding, filth in the streets,
badly ventilated tenements, cellar residences, and the system of
sub-tenantage, which removed the owner from direct concern for his
buildings, A sub-landlord would pay the real owner a yearly rent, and
would then collect the rent from the tenants and take care of the
buildings. Not owning them, however, he had no concern for their up-
keep. Incompetent administrators in the Health Department were the
primary reason for the rise in the mortality rate, While other cities
gave control of the health to the medical profession, New York maintained
the spoils system and an unprofessional health department. Replacing
the aldermen on the Board of Health with physicians who could stem the
rising tide of disease was Dr. Griscom's basic health reform. Only
then could the filth be removed, the rcub-landlord{ forced to improve
thé tenements, and stricter laws governing ventilation be passed. 13
Throughout his forty year career John H. Griscom was associated
with many New York organizations. Among the more important was the New

York Academy of Medicine, Gti_lco- was one of the charter members in
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1846 and continued his membership until his death in 1874, He also
belonged to the New York Association for Improving the Condition of the

Poor, and was responsible for its First Report of a Committee on the

Sanitary Conditions of the Labouring Classes in the City oe [sic]

New York, With Remedial Suggestions. He submitted reports to the

National Medical Convention of 1847, having been chosen chairman of two
key committees at the 1846 meeting. This was the predecessor of the
American Medical Association, to which Griscom was a delegate and an
active member for several years. He was elected to permanent member-
ship in the Medical Society of the State of New York in 1860. He
served as General Agent of the Commissioners of Emigration from 1848
until 1851 when he was forced to retire because of ill health, He
was one of the early members of the New York Prison Association, and
served in several key offices of that organization. He was a founder
of the New York Sanitary Association, and the New York Association for
the Advancement of Science and Art, He was active in the New York
Medical and Surgical Society, the New York Pathological Society, the
New York Physicians Mutual Aid Society, and the Social Science Assoc-
iation, One of his most important roles was President of the Third
National Quarantine and Sanitary Convention, held in 1859, Finally,
he was associated with the Juvenile Reformatory and the Home for the
Friendless, 14

Membership in so many organizations involved Griscom in a number
of reforms at one time--notably prison reform, immigration reform, and
ﬁpfove-ent of the sanitary condition of New York, which was constantly
on his mind, From 1848 uqtil 1851, for example, he served as General
Agent for the Commissioners of Emigration, During his tenure in
office he personally visited 7,000 cases of ship fever (typhus) out

of 20,000 that were under his supervision, Finally succumbing to
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typhus himself he was temporarily forced to give up his work, While
he was General Agent, he was also on the Prison Discipline Committee of

the New York Prison Association, In 1849 his book, Uses and Abuses of

Air, was published in New York. During this same period Griscom was a
member of the New York Academy's Standing Committee on Public Health
and Legal Medicine, and its Committee on Chemistry and Pharmacy. In
1848 he served a committee on the question of the hulthfulneu» of
swill milk (milk produced by cows fed on distillery slop), especially
in relation to infants and children, In 1849 he was chairman of a
special committee to procure a charter for the NYAM and the next year
he was elected to its Board of Trustees, It was in 1848 that Griscom
presented to the newly formed American Medical Association his report
on the sanitary condition of New York City (at the preceding meeting
he had been elected to the Committee of Public Hygiene). Hard work
and dedication are certainl& indicated by his activity in this three
year period; it would also seem to indicate a definite commitment to
carrying out the humanitarian philosophy of the day.l5

Later in his career, in 1864, Griscom was again active in many
different reforms, During that year he was one of a team of three men
sent to inspect sixty-eight prisons in western New York. This was also
the year he wrote his article on the "Physiological and Dietetic
Relations of Phosphorus," The Citizens Association, a group concerned
with the improvement of the public health, called upon Dr. Griscom to
aid in the struggle to make New York a healthier place in which to live,
During the late spring he took an active part in the NYAM discussion of
typhus andspinal meningitis., Finally, he was an active participant at
both the American Medical Association meeting and the meeting of the

Medical Society of the State 'of New York. He was also a practicing
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physician, with a family practice that would have kept him fairly busy
by itself. 1In this year, as in most years of his adult life, Griscom
was actively campaigning for the rights of others in many different
areas, 16

Dr. Griscom's proposed reforms were always based on his under-
standing of medicine and medical science. In pre-germ theory days (it
can be safely said that Griscom never heard of Joseph Lister or the
germ theory) diseases were thought to be caused by the mountains of filth
that daily grew larger., Griscom, as did his associates, thought that
vwhile the effluvium that rose from the noxious emanations of swamps was
bad for the health of the masses, the general filth of the streets
was infinitely more harmful to health:

' At all seasons of the year, there is an amount of sick-
ness and death in this, as in all large cities, far
beyond those of less densely peopled places . . . proving
conclusively that the congregation of animal and vegetable
matters, with their constant effluvia, which has less
chance to escape from the premises, in proportion to
the absence of free circulation of air, is detrimental
to the health of the inhabitants.

Small pox, cholera, typhus, diarrhoea, dysentery, and malaria were
among the diseases that arose from the miasma of putrefying garbage

in the street, from the filth that collected in the hallways, from the
human excrement that oozed from privies located in alrgady filthy
courtyards, and from the rank air of poorly ventilated apartments.
(Yellow fever, Griscom thought, could not arise in New York unless

the seeds were first introduced from the South,) Consumption, the most
common affliction of the tenement dweller, was caused, so the miasmists
thought, by the combined evils of dampness and vitiated air. The
miasmist theory included the '"shears of fate," a theory applied to

many of the zymotic (epidemic) diseases. One shear represented

atmospheric conditions, which when combined with the other shear of
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filth in the streets, created the proper enviromment for all manner
of diseases, Griscom accepted the shears analogy in some cases
(cholera) and rejected it in others (yellow fever).l7

Griscom argued, then, that the answer to the problem of urban
disease was a thorough cleansing of the tenement districts and a con-
centrated effort to maintain cleanliness. By today's standards, of
course, such action would only be peripherally helpful--the real answer
would be control of the micro-organisms that directly resulted in the
various diseases, Such clean-ups however did deprive the more pre-
valent diseases of breeding grounds. Also, Griscom was close to the
truth when he urged drier surroundings for consumption victims, His
real significance, however, goes deeper than this; it rests on Griscom's
basic assumptions that every human being, regardless of his station
in life, was entitled to a clean, healthful place in which to live,
work, and raise a family., Underlying all this, Griscom demanded that
the laboring classes be treated with dignity, which included clean
ships for immigrants, spacious airy apartments, parks and trees, and
for those who broke the law, a place of confinement where they could
be rehabilitated and not broken in body and spirit. Among public
health reformers of the day--John Bell, Isaac Wood, Wilson Jewell,
Elisha Harris, and Lemuel Shattuck to name a few--Griscom was the only
one who took a broad view of the subject, and dealt with man in his
several relations to society,

Though an active lecturer, Griscom's most useful tool was the
written word, Of his style Samuel Francis wrote: "as a writer he is
full, bold, statistical, and at times facetious, He is successful in
m@king his hearers understand that which he has comprehended." Francis
might also have said Griscom was prolific; in his career he published

over 110 articles, books, letters, official reports, and reviews, He
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was also a witness before two important legislative committees--one
on public heaith convened by the State of New York, the other on
immigrant shipping convened by the United States Congress. With few
exceptions, his printed letters were editorials to the New Jersey

Medical and Surgical Reporter, under the pseudonym "J. Gotham, Jr."

His writings are on varied subjects, from theories on the Gulf Stream
to the evils of swill milk; but most of them fall under the heading of
medicine and public health, In his article on Dr. Griscom, Samuel
Francis was very incomplete in recording the work of Griscom; fewer
than half of Griscom's articles, reviews and reports are among those

listed, 18

I11

Virtually nothing 18 known of the early life of John H, Griscom.
He was born August 14, 1809, in New York City, the son of John and
Abigail Griscom, both strict adherents of the Friends Church. The
boy's mother died when he was six, the victim of puerperal fever after
giving birth to her eighth child. Young Griscom was primarily educated
in his father's schools, except for the year the elder Griscom was in
Europe (1818), when he went to his uncle's school in New Jersey. The
elder Griscom's schools were run on the monitorial system, and young
John was a teacher there before he graduated in 1827,

After graduation, the younger Griscom entered the office of
John D, Godman to study medicine, He stayed there until Godman, a
professor of anatomy at Rutger's Medical College, was forced to retire
because of ill health, Griscom then studied in the office of Valentine
Mott, a leading New York surgeon, also a professor at Rutger's. In
addition to this private study, Griscom enrolled for the standard two

courses of lectures at the Rutger's Medical School., (It was customary
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for the young man seeking medical education to study in the office of
a practicing physician and then complete his education by attending a
medical college. There were, of course, many physicians who never
bothered with the medical school and entered practice after "interning"
in an office. Further, there were any number of irregular practitioners,
or quacks, The regular student would attend two courses of lectures;
there was too much to digest in just one term and the shortage of
trained instructors made it necessary for the student to take the same
courses twice.) Griscom did not receive his M.D. degree from Rutger's
as political maneuvering closed the school before he could graduate.l9

After leaving Rutger's, Griscom entered the Medical Department
of the University of Pennsylvania. During the first half of the
nineteenth century the Pennsylvania medical school was the '"most
influential school in the country." He attended two full courses of
lectures at Pennsylvania., Their lecture program began the first Monday
in November and ended early the following March. To be admitted to
their medical department it was necessary to be twenty-one years of age,
and to have been the private pupil of a practicing physician for at
least two years., Students received imnstruction in six basic areas:
"anatomy, institutes and practice of physic and clinical medicine,
materia medica and pharmacy, chemistry, surgery, midwifery and the dis-
ases of women and children." In addition, the student was expected
to attend at least one course of clinical instruction at an approved
institution, Finally, he prepared an original thesis on a medical
sub ject and defended it before the faculty. Griscom's thesis on the

"Apocynum Cannabinum" was printed in the American Journal of the

Medical Sciences, He dealt with its use as a diuretic and hydragogue

cathartic in the cure of dropsy, and the article was later ''quoted

as authority in WOOD & BACHE'S Dispensatory,"20
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From March until the new term began in November the young medical
student did clinical work at New York Hospital. He worked with some
of the leading physicians and surgeons of the day, including David
Hosack, Joseph M. Smith, Thomas Cock, Stephen Brown, and F, W, Johnston.
Upon graduation he was a resident physician at New York Hospital for
six months; then in 1833 he left to become the assistant physician to
the New York Dispensary, becoming the dispensary physician in 1834,
He refused, at that time, to fill the chair of chemistry at Columbia
College, in Washington D.C. In April of that year he delivered a
coursé of lectures on natural philosophy and chemistry in New York.
The lectures were ''repeated the following years, in consequence of
their favorable reception, "2l

Unable to establish a private practice Griscom bought the '"good
will" of a retiring physician who had practiced in New York's Seventh
Ward, This was a family practice, the most reopecut;le type a
physician could undertake, He was contracted to treat the illnesses
of families for a pre-determined period of time, at the expiration of
which the contract could be renewed, It was during this period that
he married a daughter of the artist Rembrandt Peale. They had nine
children, eight of whom survived infancy, 22

For two years after he purchased the practice, Griscom continued
his lectures on chemistry, 1In 1836 he was elected Professor of Chemistry
at the College of Pharmacy in New York, resigning in 1838, He continued
to lecture on varied subjects throughout his career; indeed, a number
of his articles and papers were first presented to the public in the

form of lectures.23

Iv

With the passage of the Metropolitan Health Bill in.1866,

Griscom seemed to slow down; his major concefn was fimlly fulfilled.
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The year before its passage he had been quite ill, and had sailed to
Europe to rest and recover. (Even though the trip was for rehabilitation,
he made observations on the hospitals of Paris and London and studied
their treatment of cholera.) During the rest of the decade his activity

lessened, until 1869, when he wrote his last pamphlet,On the Physical

Indications of Longevity. He continued to see patients until 1873 when

his name appeared in the Medical Register with no office hours listed,
indicating h‘ had gone into retirement. He died the following year,
in the Bloomingdale Insane Asylum, a part of the New York Hospital,
with which he had been associated for many years. The death certifi-
cate mentioned anaemia and intestinal hemmorrhage as the causes of
death, although at least one obituary mentioned softening of the brain,
As the death certificate was filled out inaccurately, there is no way
to ascertain how long he was a patient at Bloomingdale, Griscom left
an estate valued at less than $10,000 to his widow and children., He
was quietly buried in the New York Meeting section of the Friends

Cemetery in Brooklyn, 24
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CHAPTER II

THE NEED FOR REFORM: IMMIGRATION

"Give me your tired, your poor,
your huddled masses yearning to
breathe free,"

Emma Lazarus

Within two years of his graduation from medical school, Dr.
Griscom was involved in the immigration question. As a result of this
interest he was chosen in 1848 to serve as the General Agent of the New
York Board of Commissioners of Emigration, an official body charged
with the protection of the immigrant and his rights., After three years
he contracted ship fever (typhus), which forced him to resign. Then in
1854 New York's senior United States Senator, Hamilton Fish, asked him
to prepare testimony for a Senate investigating committee. The Act of
March 3, 1855, to protect immigrants during the crossing, was largely
the result of Griscom's written testimony. Frederick Kapp wrote in 1870:

Much has been done since the 1820's to alleviate the
hardships connected with sea voyages. The liberal
legislation of Congress, which, by the Act of March 3,
1855, first conceded and endeavors to secure the rights
of the emigrants by giving each of them two tons of ’
space, and by providing the adequate ventilation of the
ship, as well as a sufficient amount of substantial and
cooked provisions, has done much towards preventing the
almost daily occurence of sickness and privations on
board of emigrant ships,l

I

In the early 1830's, the Dutch ship "Sybilla," under the command
of a Captain Thornbill, landed at New York, Of 132 steerage passengers,
94 had died--74 of them children, The trouble had begun before the

20



21
passengers boarded the "Sybilla." The immigrants left Wittenberg on
canal boats, where they were confined to close qunrﬁers and forced to
drink canal water for the sixty day passage to the ship, Once on
board the "Sybilla" the conditions worsened. Immigrants were pushed,
three and four, into spaces built to hold one or two. They were never
allowed on deck, The first of many to die succumbed on the second
day of the three month voyage.z
Griscom's first interest in the plight of the immigrant resulted
from the high mortality on board this ship. In a letter to J. K. Mitchell,
a Philadelphia physician, Griscom expressed his concern over the effects
of bad food, filth, and improper ventilation on the human system. While
there was an abundance of good food (a rarity on immigrant ships), he
reported that the steerage passengers ate only bread soaked in gin and
sugar; this was fed to the children as well as the adults. Of their
condition in general, Griscom wrote:
So perfectly listless and inattentive were they to their
own situation, and so much a matter of indifference was
it to them to be living or dying, that it was found
necessary to make it the duty of the crew to go down
every morning into the steerage and after first search-
ing out the corpses, and confining them to a watery
grave, to turn their attention to cleansing the living;
to do which they were obliged to 1ift even the females
from their beds of filth, and endeavor to relieve their
bodies from some of the dirt with which they were covered,
though without the least assistance from the poor wretches
themselves.3
Originally it was thought that cholera caused the deaths on the
ship; Dr. Griscom, however, was not satisfied with that explanation,
None of the symptoms associated with cholera (cramps, diarrhoea, and
vomiting) were present, although the victims did complain of intense
thirst, As an alternative diagnosis he suggested that the filthy,
vermin-infested immigrants suffered from typhus. This could have been

avoided, he wrote, if they had been allowed on deck for fresh air, if
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their quarters had been properly ventilated, and if they had kept
themselves cleaner. In defense of his theory, Griscom noted that the
officers and crew "were in excellent health during the whole time,"4

A typical immigrant ship was the "Thomas Galdston,' from
Londonderry, It carried between 450 and 517 passengers, all of them
confined for the nine week passage to the area below decks. The berths
were arranged lengthwise in three rows, with two three foot passageways.
A person was obliged to eat as well as sleep in his berth, One berth
contained husband, wife and five children; another had six women while
the one above that held five men, '"These poor immigrants were fortunate
in one respect only, for the weather was fine, enabling the hatches to
be kept open; otherwise they must have all been smothered, or ravaged
by disease, "

Passengers were booked on the "Galdston,'" and similar ships
by agents who chartered the lowir decks from the ship owner and then
arranged to sublet the steerage to immigrant associations. The alter-
mative was for the agent himself to sell the space to individual
immigrants, but in either case the captain had no interest in the
passengers, To increase his profit, the agent packed as many people
as possible on board. The ships themselves were usually the worst
afloat: "a vessel which was not good and safe enough to be used as
a transport for goods and merchandise was, nevertheless, employed for
the conveyance of paalengerg.“ The owners reasoned that immigrant
shipping had fewer financial risks than cargo transport, because if the
immigrants were lost there were no owners demanding compensation, and
investigations were tare.6

On the early immigrant ships the conditions were equal to those
of the eighteenth century slave ships. The lower deck, where the

immigrants were confined, was less than five feet high, While the
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average mortality on immigrant ships was ten percent, some ships lost
twenty percent, and there were instances where thirty percent of the
passengers died before the ship left port. The immigrant shipping act
of 1819 did little to improve conditions or lower the mortality. Then
in the 1830's the situation worsened when ships were built specifically
to carry steerage passengers,’

Throughout the nineteenth century, New York reigned supreme as
the immigrant's chief port of entry, Between 1820 and 1860 two-thirds
of all immigrants entered through New York; after the Civil War the
flood through Gotham reached four-fifths of the total. Although many
immigrants entered the United States via Canada and the Saint Lawrence
River Valley, New York, Boston, and Philadelphia were the three main
entry ports for the East; in 1840 eight-five percent of their total came
through New York, (In 1842 Griscom reported that 75,000 immigrants
reached New York, wvhich was an increase of twenty percent from 1840,)
Most immigrants saw New York City as their goal, realizing that it was
in some way connected to the "promised land." There were cases where
captains bound for other ports were forced to first land their immigrant
cargo at New York before being allowed to complete their voyage.8

The percentage of mortality among the New York bound passengers
was considerably higher because their numbers created more overcrowding.
Three hundred and twelve ships carried 96,500 passengers in the last
three months of 1853, From cholera alone nearly 2,000 deaths were
reported among forty-seven ships carrying 21,857 passengers. The
ships with the most overcrowded conditions were the ones with the highest
mortality, 9

Griscom repor;ed on the passage of a particularly bad ship. On
December 22, 1848, the steamer "Londonderry" left Sligo bound for Liver-

pool and the United States. The 190 steerage passengers were confined
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in an area eighteen by twelve by seven feet high, and, because there
was a gale blowing, the crew nailed a tarpaulin over the hatch, "thus
hermetically sealing the aperature [sic], and preventing the possibil-
ity of any renewal of the exhausted atmosphere." Finally, after shrieks
for help went unheeded, one of the male passengers tore a hole in the
canvas and managed to crawl out. He summoned a mate, who brought a
torch to the hold, but the air was so foul it immediately went out,
as did a second, After the tarpaulin was removed, and the crew went
below; 'they were appalled by the discovery that the floor was covered
by dead bodies to a depth of some feet, Men, women and children were
huddled together, blackened with suffocation, distorted by convulsion,
bruised and bleeding from the desperate struggle for existence which
preceded the moment when exhausted nature resigned the strife.” In
all sevénty-three were dead--more than one-third of the steerage,l0

The close quarters in the steerage combined with the length of
the voyage made cleanliness almost impossible. On some ships the
captain would occasionally allow the passengers to string clothes lines.
Aboard the "North America" the crew went below and forced a steerage
family to take all their belongings on deck where the dirty things were
thrown overboard. At least twice in the first month of the same voyage
the captain ordered the steerage fumigated with tar, All too offen
the steerage was never disinfected from one voyage to the next.l1

Restrictions on the use of water added to the filth, Generally
three quarts per person per day were provided for drinking and bathing.
Since the only place to bathe was the open deck, the modest usually
went without bathing. Unfortunately, the laws said nothing about the
water's quality, and as the captains were not concerned with its

origins, it was usually fetid before the ship was far from port.
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Frequently, the captain simply filled the casks which still contained
some of the foul water from the last voyage. Even if the casks were
emptied they were rarely, if ever, cleaned. 12

The lack of proper food caused much grief, and a number of
deaths, among the passengers. If the ship provided the food, it was
normally doled out about once a day. The average amount was one pound
of meal, usually spoiled, during the week and biscuit on the weekends.
If the i.n:l.gran.t provided his own food, as he often did, there were
different problems because his insufficient amounts were rarely proper-
ly prepared., By the 1820's stoves replaced the open grates that had
been used in cooking, But if the immigrant was sick, and without care,
he was likely to starve to death,l3

Not all immigrant ships were filthy hulks run by insensitive
captains., The "St, Vincent," a 628 ton emigrant ship active during
the 1840's, carried 240 passengers in relative comfort., The steerage
was 124 feet long and six and one-half feet high, Tables, benches and
hanging shelves were provided, A double berth was six feet long and
three feet wide; a single was the same length. but a foot narrower.
Each bcfth had a seat attached to it and each was separated from the
others by partitions from top to bottom. Water closets for the women
were on either side of the deck; for the men they were located on the

upper deck, Ventilation and lighting depended on scuttles (man-holes)

and bulkheads, Finally, adequate hospital facilities were provided for

both men and women, The "St. Vincent" was obviously the exception

to the average class of immigrant lhipl.u‘

II
Previous to 1847 a general tax was levied on all passengers

arriving at the port of New York., This money was used for the relief

of immigrants suffering from contagious diseases; local laws had to
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provide for the care of the immigrant should he become a public ward.
These bonds, to be paid by the ship owners, were usually avoided;
consequently no systematic care for the indigent was provided even
before the 1840's, when the heavy immigration caused the financial
collapse of the system, During the winter of 1846-47 the fraudulent
handling of the immigrants had reached such proportions that a group
of concerned New Yorkers called for the Legislature to create a
separate agency. As a result of this agitation, an act was passed on
May 5, 1847 creating the State Board of Commissioners of Emigration,
The function of the Commission was ''relief and protection of alien
emigrants arriving at the port of New York, to whose aid such emigrants
should be entitled for five years after their arrival, the expense of
their establishments and other relief being defrayed by a small
commutation payment for each enigrant."ls
The General Agent was in charge of the hospitals of the Commiss-
ioners. To handle the sick and indigent, the Commissioners had taken
over the Marine Hospital and quarantine grounds on Staten Island. The
first agent, Robert Taylor, died in office shortly after his appointment,
and was replaced by Dr. Griscom. Of his appointment, the Commissioners
wrote:
On the 26th of January [1848] the Commissioners appointed
John H, Griscom, M.D., to the office of general agent. .
e o Dr, Griscom immediately entered upon the duties of
his office. He is well known in this community as a
physician of acquirements and ability, and his long
connection with hospitals and other institutions of
public benevolence, appeared, in the judgment of the
Commissioners to give him peculiar qualifications for
many of the duties of their chief executive officer,
especially in the inspection and care of the extensive
sanitary establishments under their charge.
Griscom was in office from 1848 until illness forced him to retire in
1851, During his tenure 700,000 immigrants, mainly from Ireland,

landed at New York, Nearly all of them came in filthy, ill-ventilated
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ships, and, on the average, seventy percent were landed at Quarantine
or the new installations on Ward's Island. Griscom had 20,000 cases
of typhus under his charge; he personally treated 7,000 cases in
addition to those in New York Hospital, where he served on the staff, 16

As the Marine Hospital was their only building, it was soon
overcrowded and the Commissioners were forced to expand their facilities.
Early in 1848 they had acquired nearly one hundred acres of Ward's
Island, which lies in the East River off upper Manhatten. The first
parcel of ten acres was acquired when Taylor was General Agent; though
small it contained a stone building which the Commissioners were able
to use, When Griscom took over the Commissioners began building a 250
bed hospital which was completed in November, 1848, Completed at the
same time was a nursery building containing dormitories, a play-room,
a school-room and a chapel, These new buildings allowed Griscom and
the Commissioners to use the Marine Hospital exclusively for patients
with diseases then supposed to be contagious,l’

The new buildings were ready in time to receive the greatly
increased immigration of the late 1840's. 1In 1847, 129,062 passengers
arrived at New York, of whom 10,594 required some kind of aid from the
Commissioners, The following years it continued to increase:

1848 (Dr. Griscom's first year as General Agent)
189,176 passengers arrived at New York
27,523 were given relief
11,779 were sent to the Marine Hospital or the
Emigrant Refuge on Ward's Island.
1849
234,271 passengers arrived at New York
41,258 were given relief
11,717 were sent to the Marine Hospital or the
Emigrant Refuge
1850
232,768 passengers arrived at New York
55,258 were given relief

11,450 were sent to the Marine Hospital or the
Emigrant Refuge
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1851 (Dr. Griscom's last year as General Agent)

189,601 passengers arrived at New York

85,386 were given. relief

19,116 were sent to the Marine Hospital or the

Emigrant Refuge
The fact that those sent to Staten Island and Ward's Island did not
significantly increase as did the immigration does not indicate the
passengers were healthier in later years--it means simply that the
facilities were filled to capacity and the overflow cases were treated
at the public and private hospitals in New York City. The figures for
1851 indicate expanded facilities on Staten Island, 18
Rules for the Emigrant Refuge and Hospital on Ward's Island
were drawn up when Griscom was General Agent, and it is likely he was
the author. A physician's report stating the condition of the patient
was required before he could be discharged, If a patient died while
under the care of the Commissioners the Rules required a complete death
certificate, Writing materials, and a secretary if needed, were
provided for patients who wished to communicate with friends or rela-
tives. 1In general the Rules reflect a new concern for the immigrant's
welfare, 19
In November, 1848, Gulian C. Verplanck, President of the Board,

Leopold Bierwirth, President of the German Society, and Griscom

appended a brief article to the Annual Report in which they outlined

frauds perpetrated by boarding-house owners and their various agents,

The first problem was runners who would take the immigrant's bags and
promise him room and board. Often, shelter was not provided, and if

it was it was substandard and sometimes uninhabitable. Crooked agents
sold tickets to the West; once the immigrants were on their way, however,
they were often forced to make additional payments to complete the
journey. In an attempt to gain the immigrants' confidence, men of the

same nationality were used to execute these frauds. The three
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Commissioners called for a place where the immigrant could land,
protected from the swindlers who roamed the docks. Such a place
would provide the immigrant with a currency exchange and a ticket
booth, in addition to supplying him with information concerning
lodgings and employment for as long as he remained in New York.
Castle Garden was the result; in 1855 it ceased to furnish New Yorkers
with entertainment and began to serve as the leading .entry port's
immigration reception center, a role it fulfilled for nearly half a
century, Here the immigrant found reputable agents from whom to buy
tickets, exchange currency, rent an apartment, find a job, or make
connections with friends and relatives. Even though it did not begin
to serve the immigrant until several years after Griscom left the
Commissioners, such a place was first contemplated in the report
prépared by Verplanck, Bierwirth and Griscom, 20
After three years as General Agent of the Commissioners of

Emigration, Dr. Griscom caught ship fever himself and tendered his
resignation on April 21, 1851, Careful treatment by Drs. Johm A,
Swett and Joseph M., Smith, and a European convalescence brought about
his recovery. Although this ended Griscom's official conmnection with
the cause of immigration, his most important activity was still in the
future, Purdy reported that

On his return, through the instigation of Hon, Hamilton

Fish, U.S. Senator from New York, the doctor prepared a

memor ial exposing the hardships of emigrants while on

shipboard, and pointing out the necessary measures of

prevention., This sowed the seed of many improvements

in the law,2l

II1
Until the mid-1850's the federal legislation passed regarding

immigration was minimal; even after this period the effective means for

enforcement were lacking., The next significant shift in steerage
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conditions after the law of 1855 came in the early twentieth century
when the whole concept of steerage was replaced by "third class,"22
The first of many American steerage laws was passed by Congress
in 1819, The law of 1847 replaced it, which was modified in 1848 and
then replaced by the Act of March 3, 1855. This act was amended in
1860 and stood until it was replaced in 1882, Because it was passed
before the heavy immigration of the 1830's and 1840's the law of 1819
did not alleviate the immigrant's suffering. The two bills passed in
1847 and 1848 indicated Congressional attempts to meet the crisis, but
neither of them was adequate and the hardship and suffering continued
until the passage of the Act of 1855, This law was far from perfect,
but it did represent a significant step forward, 23
On Monday, December 5, 1853, Hamilton Fish offered a resolution
to the United States Senate:
Resolved, That a select committee of five be appointed
to consider the causes and the extent of the sickness
and morterlity prevailing on board of emigrant ships om
the voyage to this country; and whether any, and what,
further legislation is needed for the better protection
of the health and lives of passengers on board of such
vessels,
Hannibal Hamlin wanted to delay the appointment of such a committee, but
Fish would not be put off. "It is a subject of vast and vital impor-
tance, Vessels are arriving with a thousand passengers a day at a
single port, almost entirely decimated on the voyage by the prevailing
sickness, There should be no delay, but prompt action." Two days
later the President Pro Tem appointed Fish, Hamlin, James Shields,
Charles Sumner, and Judah P, Benjamin to form the Select Committee on
Emigrant Shipping.24
Dr. Griscom, the New York State Legislature, and President

Franklin Pierce all joined Fish's appeal for stricter laws to protect

immigrants, Early in 1854, the New York State Legislature sent a
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series of resolutions to the House of Representatives calling for a

complete investigation of the sickness and death on the high seas.

They recommended that Congress "enact such laws as may be necessary

to secure the health of passengers on emigrant vessels.'" In June of

the same year Pierce sent a communication to the Senate relative to

the conditions on immigrant ships,25

Following his appointment as chairman of the select committee,

Fish sent a letter to interested parties asking for their cooperation

in gathering information on the abuses in immigrant shipping. 1In

his December 29 letter, he requested them to write concerning the

adequacy of the present law in regard to five major points. These

dealt with space, cleanliness, cooking, provisions, and ventilation,

There were several less important points: provisions for a ship's

surgeon, hospital facilities, disinfection of ships where disease was

present, collection of statistics for the State Department, separation

of the sexes, accurate compilation of mortality statistics, and inquests

into each death, The final question concerned the number of passengers

to be allowed and regulations in regard to the route,26

To achieve the best results the questionnaire was developed to

probe various groups on the problems of sanitation and police regulation

on immigrant ships, The form was
Sent to members of the medical profession (whose oppor-
tunities of forming correct opinions on the subject had
been furnished by experience, and therefore are entitled
to consideration,) merchants, navigators, who had been
engaged in the passenger trade, persons connected with
the collection of customs, presidents of benevolent
societies, for the relief of indigent emigrants, and
others throughout the country and in the cities at which
the landing of foreign passengers has chiefly taken
place., The answers . . . are , . , drawn up with great
ability, particularly those from physicians, who, referr-
ing to the diseases, which have caused the suffering on
board of passenger ships, have properly deemed it necessary

to treat their nature and the causes which have given
rise to them,
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Twice in the introduction to their report, the senators praised the
information provided by the medical profession. While more communi-
cations were received than printed, of those the committee printed in
full, only three were from medical men, and the first was Griscom's.
The senators thought that "the communications selected contain all, or
very nearly all, of the views expressed in those which have been
omitted, the principle difference being in the form in which they are
set forth.," 1In addition to Griscom's report, there were medical reports
from Isaac Wood, a New York physician, and S, A. Cartwright, a New
Orleans doctor, The remaining printed reports were from laymen repre-
senting some of the immigrant societies, ship owners and captains, and
the Boards of Health of Baltimore and Philadelphia.27

The findings of the committee, together with the communications
from twenty individuals and groups made up Senate Report 386, which
was submitted on August 2, 1854, accepted, and ordered printed.
Senate bill 489, passed in May, 1855, accompanied the report. The
bill "first concedes and endeavors to secure the rights of emigrants
e o o" coming to the United States. PFrom his broad experience in
immigration, Dr. Griscom was '"able to speak authoritatively" concern-
ing the basic problems and their solutions, Excluding the bill, the
report dealt with three major concerns, the first of which was the
nature of shipboard diseases. As a result of the reports, the committee
concluded that typhus, cholera, and small pox were the worst diseases--
nearly all the immigrants who died in transit fell victim to one of
these., Second was the extent of the suffering, at;d the third concern
was the prevention of sickness and death, which was easiest done by
eliminating the causes,28

Dr. Griscom had begun preparing his testimony for the Senate

committee long before the letter sent out by Fish reached him, That
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Griscom had answered eight of the fourteen questions before the circular
vas sent out indicates that Fish and Griscom were in close touch before
the inception of the committee. It also suggests that Fish considered
the testimony of Griscom so important that he did not wait to notify
the doctor in the same fashion as the other witnesses, Griscom also
considered the subject to be of extreme importance. He wrote to Fish:
I cheerfully comply with your suggestion, to prepare a
statement of my views on the nature and causes of the
diseases and mortality among emigrants in transit
between Europe and the United States, together with such
alterations of the present laws and additions thereto,
as appear to me to be indicated for the prevention of
the disasters which we have recently had so deeply to
lament, 29
In his report Griscom declared that there was no need for the
high rate of mortality among the immigrants crossing the Atlantic to
find a new home, because it had become clear during the past several
years that the cause of certain diseases could often be found in the
external circumstances, While medicine did not understand the causes
of typhus or measles, or how to prevent the diseases, "an improved
knowledge of the laws of hygiene has disarmed them of their terrors
in a large degree." Furthermore, some had realized that people suffer
when placed in certain surroundings. Tﬁe laws of hygiene, and the
consequences of violating those laws, were an established fact--as
established as the laws of Newton or Copernicus, Dr, Griscom wrote
that
probably there never was a class of people, or any
circumstances in which human beings could be placed, in
which the truth of these doctrines was more clearly
exhibited, than that class known as emigrants, in their
transit from European ports to our own; and there is
not a fact more shocking to our sensibilities, nor more
disgraceful to humanity, than the condition of these
people, under these circumstances.30

Dr. Griscom was more than willing to do anything he could to aid

the conditions of the poor immigrant. For over ten years he had been
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working to improve their housing in New York (see chapter III), and
now he had another opportunity to strike the problem at the root., All
too often the family that left the Old World to seek a new life in the
United States arrived here, broken in health and in spirit, following
a voyage that lasted for weeks while they were trapped below decks in
the filthy steerage of a decrepit vessel. Griscom thought that it was
worthwhile to bring the problem out in the open:
While we have frequent expositions of the sad estate of
our poorer classes of city tenantry, and the public is
pained with the recital of the story of their crowded
and dilapidated tenements, their packed cellars and
attics, their filthy yards and streets,--too little has
been said of the far more horrible manner in which
steerage passengers are crowded into emigrant ships, of
their destitution, the filth in which they are allowed
to remain, their deficiency of food and cooking, the
absence of ventilation, and the too frequent disregard
by owners and masters of the spirit, and even of the
letter of the laws, both of our own and other countries;
the result of which has been an amount of disease and
mortality unprecedented in modern times, under any
similar circumstances, 3l
In their report the senators held that the control of both
cholera and typhus was basically the same, with the possible exception
of disinfection, which would only be necessary in the case of cholera
if it was contagious, With the addition of vaccination the same rules
of prevention were applied to small-pox. In drawing these conclusions
the committee quoted from the report of Dr. Griscom, who wrote that
typhus was the product of a miasm which was as distinctive as the marsh
miasm, Both were easily controlled, and "by preventing the formation
of the miasm of ship fever [typhus] . . . that disease will in like
manner be prevented or avoided." There were three steps in the develop-
ment of ship fever, First, a large number of people had to be con-
fined for a long time in close quarters. Second, the excreta of

these people, which included the exhalations of the lungs, perspir-

ation and "other more offensive excretions," must also be confined in
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the same small space where they will be acted upon by the heat of the
room and will "become decomposed, and produce an effluvium which will
react poisonously on the persons living in it." The final ingredient
in creating the miasm was the careful exclusion of fresh air., The
filth generated by these actions was sure to cause typhus, and could
perhaps cause cholera and small pox as well, or at least weaken the
individual, making him more susceptible,32
Whereas cholera and small-pox were occasional killers of the
immigrant, the most significant disease was typhus, This problem was
intensified because the immigrant came on board in a weakened condi-
tion. By quoting contemporary authorities the committee reasoned that
the "fomites'" of typhus stayed in the bedding, furniture and walls of
the steerage for months, perhaps even years, after the outbreak of the
disease. The Senators wrote of the experience of Griscom,
whose opportunities of observation have been very numer-
ous as agent of the board of commissioners of emigrationm,
to whom this class of patients is entrusted, thinks that
the miasm of typhus is the direct product of the vitiated
excretions of the human body, pent up within a small
space, and made to engender a malaria, the inhalation of
which, to a certain degree, produces this peculiar
disease, , . "33
In his letter to the committee, Dr. Griscom stated that the
passengers were most prone to typhus in the form of ship fever., The
horror was that fresh air and a cleaner steerage, both readily obtain-
able, could prevent it, It had been a problem for the past half-
century; but only in the past ten years had it risen to epidemic pro-
portions, because of the increase in numbers. One of Griscom's first
experiences with the disease in immigrants came in 1847 when he served
on a committee of the New York Academy of Medicine, which investigated

the situation at Quarantine. The ship "Ceylon" had landed a few hours

earlier after a crossing from Liverpool, and Griscom went into the hold.
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Before any had yet left the ship, [he wrote] we passed
through the steerage, making a more or less minute
examination of the place and its inhabitants; but the
indescribable filth, the emaciated, half-nude figures .
o o« crouching in their bunks, or strewed over the decks,
and cumbering the gangways; broken utensils, and debris
of food spread recklessly about, presenting a picture of
which neither pen nor pencil can convey a full idea.
Some were just rising from their berths for the first
time since leaving Liverpool, having been suffered to lie
there all the voyage, wallowing in their own filth,

There was nothing surprising in the number that died--"it was only
surprising that so many had escaped."34

Seven years later, in making his report for Hamilton Fish,
Griscom reported that during the year 1851 there werel,879 immigrant
deaths between Liverpool and New York; most of these were the result
of ship fever. As many left the ship "healthy' but then contracted
typhus a few days or weeks later, this presented only part of the
mortality. In the following year Griscom noted that 3,040 cases--
all immigrants--were treated at the Marine Hospital, Of these,
seventeen percent died. Further, this was only one of several hospitals
that handled immigrant cases. '"In considering the hygenic aspects of
emigration, we start then with the remarkable fact, that of those who
embark for an Atlantic voyage, on any one of a certain class of ships,

one in every twelve of them but steps into a coffin; nearly nine percent

will either never reach the promised land, or will die soon after,"35
The worst part of the typhus problem was trying to keep clean.
The bunks for the immigrants were built of the roughest, cheapest wood
available, and after the voyage they were placed in the hold as ballast
for the return trip. Even if they were washed, which was unlikely, the
“fomites" remained because of the nature of the wood. Then, on the
next trip to America, the wood was brought up from the hold and reused
as bunks, Now, Griscom maintained, even if the people who entered the

steerage were clean, healthy, provided their own bedding and provisions,
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they still stood a good chance of falling victim to ship fever because
the disease was in the ship itself, '"The pestilential wave, once
started, will roll on to engulf one after another of the entrapped and
helpless victims, who have confided too readily in the purity of the
vessels, and their own cleanliness and care," He went on to point out
that even if the bunks were not reused, the timbers of the ship would
still hold the"fomites,"36
Occasionally the steerage passengers were well fed, well clothed
and in good health; more often the filth of the ship was conbined with
problems of overcrowding, improperly prepared, rancid meat, poor
ventilation, and a predisposition to diseases on the part of ﬁhe passen-
gers due to their weakened condition, Typhus prevailed extensively in
the towns and villages from which they were escaping, and they un-
wittingly carried the fever on board the ships. The sickly immigrant
would then be packed into the inadequately ventilated steerage. The
lack of fresh air was far more important than the size of the hold,
and since the hatches and ventilating tubes were kept closed during
the winter months the incidence of typhus was therefore much higher.
Many people thought that the "fomites' fared better in the cold weather,
but Griscom rightly pointed out that the temperature was not important, 37
Even if enough food was available for the passengers it was usually

poorly prepared. This would not result in typhus, but it would lead to
diarrhoea and dysentery, which left the immigrant in a weakened con-
dition, Combined with other problems he was then susceptible to more
serious diseases,

Famine, therefore, though a frequent precedent, and a

powerful adjuvant is only an indirect cause of the fever

as we find it on shipboard and in our hospitals; but thus

we must continue to be burdened with it, as long as

poverty-stricken emigrants are admitted into the transport

ships in such great number, with food so insufficient in

quantity and quality, and with such total absence of
sanitary police during the voyage.38
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In large measure the answer to the problem was disinfection,
Griscom quoted from several reputable authorities to prove the only
way to end the threat from typhus was to disinfect thoroughly the ship
and all its contents before allowing it to leave Quarantine., The rule
was "'ONCE INFECTED, ALWAYS INFECTED, UNTIL DISINFECTED." Failure to
apply the last two words of this admonition turned immigrant ships into
floating "black holes."39

Criscom cited two illustrations of ﬁhe results of pure air on
typhus to prove his point, The first came from his experience with
the Commissioners of Emigration. When the new hospital was being
erected as part of the quarantine facility, there were forty typhus
cases in an overcrowded, under-ventilated ward of the old hospital,
These victims were given up for dead, and yet as soon as they were
transferred, they showed marked improvement. The other case was from
Griscom's article, "Hospital Hygiene, Illustrated," in which he reported
on thirty-six patients from the ship "Phoebe' who were struck with
typhus en route from Liverpool to New York., On arrival at Perth Amboy,
they were transferred from the ship to crude huts where they were
thoroughly drenched following a thund@rstorn the first night., The next
day more were added to the cpen air hospital until they numbered eighty-
two, yet not one died,40

Typhus was obviously a problem for the immigrant; it also
created a problem for the native New Yorkers. Because of the heavy
immigration during the 1840's and 1850's, New York City was subjected
to continued outbreaks of the disease. It was proving increasingly
fatal to the physicians engaged in treating the large numbers of
patients, but Dr, Griscoﬁ was one of the more fortunate typhus victims, 4l

The second disease affecting the immigrant, cholera, was becoming

more and more of a problem, A cholera epidemic rose in the subcontinent
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of India and marched across Europe in the early 1830's, reaching the
United States via the immigrant ships in 1832. 1In the next three
decades there were three more epidemics. The then current etiology of
cholera held that it resulted from foul air and filth--it would not be
until the mid-1860's that science discovered that cholera was water-
borne, Griscom wrote in 1854:

There is now no longer any room for doubt, that this

disease is very frequently produced, and is always

aggravated, by filth and foul air. Numerous instances

are recorded of its spontaneous appearance in places

occupied by people of filthy habits, crowded, badly

fed, and ill ventilated. . . . Cholera is the result of

the action upon the human system of foul air, defective

nourishment, and other vitiated circumstances, . . .
In his communication, Criscom quoted from a member of the British
cabinet who said that cholera resulted from foul air and decomposing
matter allowed to collect on the ground. Man cannot foul the land and
air about him, Griscom contended, and expect nothing to result from
it. Filth spread cholera by providing the breeding place for its
"seeds." Dr, Griscom rejected the contagion theory of cholera, but
even if it was true, he argued, the filth was still needed to provide
the breeding ground. To avoid cholera, then, the prescription was
similar to the one for typhus--clean up and disinfect the surroundings.42

| Small pox was ranked the third in importance by the committee.

It was different from the other two in that its nature and means of
prevention were well known, Griscom noted that it came to the United
States on ships from French and Cerman ports, but only rarely on English
ships, He wrote the committee that it was of the utmost importance
that an agreement be reached between the United States and the French
and German governments on vaccination; close inspection of passengers,

thorough cleansing of all ships upon which small pox cases were reported,

combined with vaccination of all those not protected would eliminate
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the threat from the disease. His concern for the immigrant was matched
by his concern for New York, because a few cases of small pox would
wreak havoc with New York's unvaccinated populece., In respect to
small pox, as with cholera and typhus, Griscom was concerned for the
immigrant and the city's native poor. He was acutely aware of the
relationship between immigration and the city's mortality rate, 43

One of the many questions raised by the committee dealt with
the limitation of passengers in proportion to the size of the ship,
The number of passengers that could be accomodated was determined first
by tonnage, and then, as a result of the 1848 law, by superficial
height, The first method was inadequate because the tonnage register
was inaccurate, Further, European ships, built for cargo, had larger
holds than American ships which were built for speed. More people
could be packed into the steerage of a European ship than in an
American, yet they might be of the same tonnage. The changes in the
1848 law included the shift from tonnage to superficial height; there-
fore, 1f the height of the steerage was six feet, fourteen square feet
of deck space was the legal requirennnt for each passenger. The lower
the superficial height the more deck space allowed, so if the height
was five feet, each passenger was allowed twenty-two square feet of
space, While this was an improvement, the committee recommended a
combination of both methods to further improve conditions, The 1855
law stated, therefore, that no more than one passenger per two tons of
the ship's weight could be carried, and that passengers were to be
allotted eighteen clear superficial feet of deck space. The new restrict-
ions would limit overcrowding, allow the passengers more air to breathe,
and reduce the chances for error,44

Griscom, in favor of the changes in the law, had suggested an

even stricter plan, He was in favor of limiting the number of passengers
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on the basis of the amount of air available, arguing for at least 250
cubic feet of air space for each passenger. '"This is the true standard
of sanitary capacity, when considered independently of its means of
ventilation; and this, in my judgment, should be the basis of a
restrictive law, in the allottment of numbers.'" This would eliminate
the favorite trick of shipowners who filled up the allotted space
with baggage or cargo; in his letter Dr. Griscom specifically noted
that there should be nothing in the passenger's space, and this recommend-
ation was adopted.45

In addition to so many square feet per passenger, there should
be a minimum height established which would allow a person of average
height to walk through the steerage without stooping. In the law of
1848, which the senate committee asked the witnesses to comment upon,
passengers could be carried where there were less than five feet of
headroom, Criscom, who was a six footer, said that this was an outrage.
"The possibility of such a hold being used for the stowage of passerigers
should be at once, forever, and totally prohibited." He thought the
height should be at least enough to allow the tallest man to walk
about upright, which would mean more than six feet of clearance. The
1855 law was not quite this generous, but it did prohibit the carrying
of passengers in holds where the clearance was less than six feet, which
was a decided improvemenc.46

Steerage passage on the second deck was bad enough, but in some
ships the presence of an orlop deck, which was the lowest deck in a
ship having three decks, made it intolerable. Frequently the owners
used the orlop deck to make the voyage as profitable as possible., The
select committee wrote that "according to the statements of persons
well informed on the subject, these places, when occupied by passengers,

not only become the depositories of the most noisome filth, which can



42
neither be reached nor removed, but they give rise to a stench and
effluvium, which, rising to the upper decks, tend to render them
unhealthy." Most people, including Dr. Griscom, thought the orlop
deck, which was completely below the water line, to be entirely un-

wholesome, 47

Again in commenting on the 1848 law, Griscom noted the presence
of the orlop deck in steerage passage. The upper steerage was bad
enough, and it was just beneath the main deck; the lower one was
more than twice as bad. On the orlop deck light was never present,
with ventilation and fresh air rare. Griscom wrote:

In broad sunlight, and the hatches all open, and the
vessels lying quietly at the wharf, on a recent visit

to several of these three deckers, which had arrived
with large consigmments of emigrants, the dirt and

on which we trod could be felt but not seen, At sea
when lights are not permitted below, and there are

many causes which would intercept the few rays of day-
light which struggle to descend, the condition of things
cannot be seen, and cleaning is impossible. Almost
perpetual night reigns in those sub-aqueous abodes. A
residence there of thirty hours must be enough to sadden
and depress the coarsest sensibilities of its inmates,
and produce great proneness to disease, independently
of the filth and foul air which envelopes them before
they lose sight of their native shores; but at the end
of thirty days the scene is one which humanity shudders
to dwell upon., . . .

Considering the innumerable problems connected with the orlop deck,
there was no other course than to prohibit its use for passengers.

The Senate committee, which paraphrased Griscom's recommendations about
the orlop deck, agreed with him that it should be prohibited to
passengers. ''The committee have no hesitation in coinciding in opinion
with those who recommend the prohibition of the use of the orlop deck
as a sleeping apartment, and have, therefore, inserted into the law a
provision to that effect, 48

‘The fifth question the committee asked its correspondents to

direct their attention to was the one on cooking arrangements. While
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some of the people whose testimony was printed were not in favor of
requiring the ship owner to provide the food, Dr. Griscom was among
those who did. Regarding the 1848 law, Griscom thought the section on
food preparation was inferior to the British passenger laws, which
required the ships to provide cooks. Griscom wanted the fuel distri-
bution section of the law repealed and replaced with a "requisition for
the appointment of a sufficient number of cooks as a part of the ship's
complement, whose exclusive duty it should be to cook for the passen-
gers themselves, under such regulations as may be necessary for the
preservation of order and discipline." Food of poor quality, improper-
ly prepared, resulted in diarrhoea and dystentery and a weakened
condition, opening the steerage passenger to other, more serious
diseases, Good food, Griscom noted, was more important in the steerage
than in the cabin because cabin passengers had the opportunity to walk
on the deck, were usually better clothed, housed, and in generally
good health, The law required ten pounds of salt pork per passenger
per voyage; Griscom was in favor of fresh soup or meat for the steer-
age three times a week, It was true that some passengers provided
their own food but the people who needed it the most did not, 49

The Senate committee inquired how the closely confined, seasick
passenger could adequately prepsre his own food. All the cooking was
done in the “caboose," a cooking area four and one-half feet long and
one and one-half feet deep. For the safety of the ship, fires could be
1it for certain hours only, and, therefore, the sickest, weakest, or small-
est passengers were often too late to use the caboose, Those who
needed the best food ususlly ended up with the worst. The committee
agreed, with Griscom and the qthers, that the ship should provide the

provisions, but they did not suggest that the shipowners should hire

cooks, They also hoped that this would secure a better grade of food




44

because the shipowners bought the provisions in larger quantities,
The law as passed reflected the concern of the committee, but not to
the point of adopting Dr. Griscom's recommendations for fresh food.50

Griscom's chief concern for the health of the underprivileged,
whether the sick poor, living in a damp, dark cellar in New York City,
or the poor, bewildered immigrant crossing the Atlantic with his wife
and children in an overcrowded sailing ship, was that they have ade-
quate air to breathe, He was intelligent enough to realize that
ventilation was not a panacea, but he did believe that foul air was
at the root of a number of their health problems. 1In relation to fresh
air and ventilation, Griscom's comments were "so judicious and practical,
and occupy so small a space'" that the committee did not '"hesitate to
insert them entire." The Senators quoted passages from Griscom's letter
wvhere he pointed out the necessity of considering the size of the
steerage and the amount of ventilatian before the number of passengers
to be allowed could be determined. The amount of air needed per person
per minute is between four and ten cubic feet; unfortunately most
ships did not provide that amount,3l

In making his point concerning the inadequacy of ventilation
aboard immigrant ships Griscom referred to the Black Hole of Calcutta,>52
In that instance 146 persons were shut up in a cell eighteen feet
square and ten feet high, allowing each individual twenty-two square
feet of space, They were so confined for ten hours, and although two
small windows at the top of the space provided some ventilation, only
twenty-three lived till morning. Griscom compared this horrible example

with the conditions on the average immigrant ship:

A recent examination of the two steerages of one of the
largest packets belonging to this port, New York (author-
ized by law to carry over nine hundred,) gave as the
cubic feet for each passenger, not deducting the room
occupied by the solid contents of the bodies of the
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passengers for the upper apartment 103 feet, and for the

lower 112 feet, This vessel, on her last homeward

voyage, lost one hundred passengers at sea.
While 103 feet is nearly five times the space allotted in the Black Hole,
the immigrants were confined for weeks, not hours. Griscom realized
that 300 cubic feet per person was high, but he maintained that the
inadequate ventilation and the uncertainty of the weather made it
necessary, 23

The three medical men who communicated with the Senate pointed
out the importance of ventilation, yet each suggested a different
solution to the problem. Griscom repeatedly stated that the size of
the apartment was relevant to the amount of fresh air the ventilators
introduced, a small well-ventilated apartment being superior to a
large, unventilated space, In commenting on the 1848 law Griscom
pointed out that the required twelve inch ventilating and exhaust tubes
were totally inadequate for the job, He suggested several modifications,
including larger tubes with an apparatus at the steerage end for the
dispersion of the air, conversion of the exhaust tubes to intake, and
use of the hatches to remove the foul air, In addition to the changes
in the equipment, he called for trained inspectors because the untrained
personnel overlooked violations simply because they were unaware of
them, '"The means should be, as far as practicable, stoutly defined
by law, and what cannot be thus defined, submitted to the discretion
of an officer thoroughly informed oa the subject." Unfortunately,
these improvements did not come about at this time, 54
The law as adopted disallowed the carrying of passengers between

decks with less than six feet of clearance. It wss also very specific
in defining superficial space as '"the spaces appropriated for the use

of such passengers, and which shall not be occupied by stores or other

goods, not the personai baggage of such passengers. . . ." The law
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did not meet the specifications of Griscom concerning cubic feet, but
it was moving toward the optimum conditions as he defined them,355

The remainder of Dr. Griscom's testimony before the Senate committee
was directed to the minor points raised by the committee's inquiry.
In answering the query concerning medical personnel, Griscom said
that the matter of ship's surgeons was of the "highest importance, I
have been cognizant of frequent instances in which the services of a
well-qualified physician were greetly needed and could not be had, and
I can readily understand that they would be continually in demand for
the care of the steerage, in gross and in detail, in preventing as well
as relieving sickness," All too often those ships which carried
surgeons merely to fill out the roll had the worst men in the profession
when they should have had the best. Griscom compared the ship's
surgeon with the pilot; both controlled the passengers' lives, yet
only the latter was required to serve an apprenticeship and pass a
rigid examination, To make the surgeon's task manageable, well trained
attendants were also needed. 56

The committee noted that the use of physicians, nurses, and
attendants on shipboard would be desirable. They could treat the
passengers, look into the sanitary arrangements of the ship, supply
records and reports to prevent the many abuses and, in general, supply
vital information to aid medical science, However, 'taking into view
the uncertainty of the number of passengers that may be on board, and
other circumstances, they cannot see how it can properly be made the
subject of effective legislation,"37

The same sense of frustration was felt by the committee regard-
ing the "shocking immoralities said to be practised on board of passenger

ships." The free circulation of air would be eliminated by partitions

to separate the men's from the women's sections. 1In older ships having
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only one hatch it would be impossible. Griscom favored stricter
legislation like the British passenger laws which required separation,
but he did not offer any solutions to the ventilation problem, '"How-
ever desirable, the measure is difficult of attainment by specific
legislation,"58

One of the best suggestions Dr. Griscom made was too far ahead
of his time, This was his plan for passenger inspection. The British
law then in effect required that each emigrant be given a medical
examination before leaving the country, but its superficiality made it
worthless, To correct this problem Griscom thought American doctors
should examine the immigrants at the port of origin. This would also
save the individual the anguish of reaching the United States only to
be turned back., The passenger could also be examined regarding his
preparedness, If he was inadequately clothed against the weather,
he was likely to spend most of his time below decks, creating an
unhealthy situation not only for himself but also for those around him,
Griscom recommended a surgeon/officer for each immigrant ship who
could carry out these examinations before the ship sailed.59

Section twelve of the 1855 law required the captain to report on
the number of passengers, their age, sex, and occupation, the part of
the vessel they occupied, their homeland, and whether or not they
desired to become residents. This type of record collecting was in
line with recommendations for accurate statistics that Griscom had been
proposing in this and other situations for over a decade (see Chapter VI).
If the numbers and causes of all immigrant deaths were accurately

recorded, then the inspectors would have the information needed to

order the disinfection of the ships involved, 60
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At the close of their report, the committee listed nine recomm-
endations they considered essential, five of which were directly
influenced by John H, Griscom, Three related to space per passenger and
prohibition of passengers on the orlop deck. Next, they suggested
that the sanitary rules of the ship be posted throughout so the passen-
gers would be aware of them, and not be in a position to take the
captain to court if he ordered the confiscation or destruction of any
of their belongings., Dr. Griscom wrote such posting was necessary if
the captain was to enforce vigorously the sanitary regulations and
protect the health of all the passengers. Finally, they called for
more accurate records,6l
0f the remaining four recommendations, Griscom's indirect
influence can be seen. The committee wanted space on deck set aside
for the passengers; Griscom did not mention this specifically, but
everything in his testimony pointed towards getting the steerage
passengers on deck to allow them more fresh air. The Senators wanted
to increase the number of privies, and provide separate ones for the
women; these were recommendations Griscom had made earlier,62
In his conclusion Dr. Griscom wrote:
I have thus, though I fear too prolixly, frankly given
you my views on this subject, which from the magnitude
of its interest, both pecuniary and humanitarian, is
eminently worthy the attention of our country's legis-
lature, to whom all other nations look for new steps in
the improvement of the condition of the race.
Griscom's testimony was the most valuable to the committee, His prolix
comments (while most reports were less than three pages, his ran to
eighteen) were the only ones extensively quoted, Even the Immigration

Commission of 1910 saw the importance of Griscom's comments; the

Commissioners devoted one-third of the space on the 1855 law to Griscom's
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testimony. (They faulted the doctor for not discussing ventilation
on the fourth deck, but his opposition to the third deck would indicate
he was equally a&amnnt against the use of a fourth deck.) All the
available evidence points to the fact that Griscom's written testimony
was the most significant.63

His dedication and broad knowledge were invaluable, but unfor-
tunately some of his recommendations were too visionary. His visits
to the ships, especially when he went down into the holds and personally
inspected the steerages, indicates his humanitarianism, His ability
to quote British laws shows the depth of his research into the subject
of steerage legislation, It was not until 1882, however, that the
number of passengers was limited by the amount of available cubic air
space, The majority of his suggestions were incorporated into the
1855 law, which made the passage much safer for the immigrant, 64

Ending the barbarism of confining the poor to filthy ships was
Griscom's prime concern, but he was also aware of the economic disad-
vantages, Thouggnds of intelligent, able-bodied, hard-working
individuals were dying before they could reach the promised land and
add to its greatness, Tens of thousands were being maimed for life,
turned into public wards draining the strength of the state instead of
increasing it. No one could tell how many Samuel Slaters, or Andrew
Carnegies were lost, Finally, no one knew how many stayed behind

because they did not want to step into a floating coffin,65
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CEAPTER III
THE NEED FOR REFORM: TENEMENTS
Griscom was the first outstanding
figure in American housing
reform--scientific in habit of
thought, and direct, practical
and far-sighted in his recommend-
ations for future policy.
James Ford
As with the passengers on emigrant ships, the people most in
need of the best accomodations in American cities were usually those
with the worst, The people's economic self-interest in the nineteenth
century prohibited city planning which had social efficiency in mind.
Large parks, broad boulevards, plenty of light, and fresh air were
needed in the core city, but the high cost of land caused great concen-
trations of people in this area, To take property from the market to
protect the public health was not believed to be good business practice,
For the day laborer, decent housing was not one of his options; he did
not have the capital needed to provide light, air, and sanitation for
himself and his family in the inner city.l
Among the duties of the City Inspector, the chief health officer
of New York City, was his role as tenant house inspector, According to
the law of 1839, under which City Inspector Griscom operated, he was to
inspect all boarding and lodging-houses and include in his report the
name of the owner, the address of the house, the number of occupants,

and the number of apartments, He was to inspect the houses as often as

he deemed necessary, but at least once a month between May and November--
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the months of high incidence of such diseases as yellow fever and
cholera, 2
There was a close connection between the rapid rise in the system
of tenantage and the heavy immigration of the 1840's. 1In 1842 City
Inspector Griscom "made the first detailed and comprehensive report
upon housing conditions in the city.”" Three-fourths of that year's
100,000 immigrants entered the United States through New York port, a
good many of whom remained permanently in that city, Nearly all these
unfortunates found their way to the city's tenements. In 1859 and
again in 1865 surveys showed that three-fourths of New York's people
lived in tenements (multi-family dwellings which housed more than three
families). A New York Assembly report found that fifty-two percent of
these buildings were unsanitary, one-third from causes which could be
easily corrected, 3
New York's increased mortality resulted from high immigration and

overcrowding--it was in no way produced by New York's soil, location, or
atmosphere, For example, of the 719 whites who died of consumption in
1842, 410 were Irish immigrants, The immigrants were especially suscep-
tible to consumption, in part because of their weakened condition from
the long, confined voyage, and in part because of the squalid conditions
after they arrived., Griscom wrote of their conditionm:

Living with their acquaintances awhile in crowded apartments,

in cellars, in crumbling tenements, and narrow courts and

streets, and upon food poor in quality, and stinted in

quantity, they are peculiarly exposed to the inroads of

disease, and to none more than consumption, '
Imnigrants also suffered from yellow fever, which resulted from their
residence in the area around the Exchange Slip and the Whitehall dock,
one of the filthiest in the city. The dwellings in this part of the city

were built before the streets were paved; therefore, when the streets
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were surfaced the first floors of many of the houses were partially below
ground, As most immigrants who remained in the city had not the funds
to leave, they were likely to live first in these "undesirable quarters."“

When he was City Inspector, Griscom realized that the concentration
of immigrants in tenements resulted in a high disease rate, and, therefore,
he became deeply involved in the tenement-house issue, Once in this
situation, his methods of investigation were as thorough as possible; in
addition to personal visits he was the first in the United States to
gather reports from investigators who were intimately involved in tenement
life. He also made comparisons with other cities to put New York's
problem in the proper perspective,

The problems of the cities, Griscom wrote, could and would be
remedied by effective sanitary measures, which would control the filth,
the tenements, and the bad streets. New York, which had a perfect
location, being washed on two shores by broad rivers, had one-half the
population of Paris and one-fourth that of London, yet its mortality
rate equalled that of both these European cities., To Griscom, the
problem was multifaceted; filth allowed to collect in the streets,
rear buildings, cellars, alleys, cul-de-sacs, garrets, and courts trapping
foul air, faulty sewerage systems, combined with hot humid summers all
contributed to New York's mortality, Neither public nor private
buildings were erected with the ideals of health and sanitation in mind
as the builders were solely interested in making money b; housing the
hordes that each year reached America's shores, >

As the immigrants moved into the city, the older residents left
their homes in the crowded lower wards and searched out more comfortable
residences uptown, Their old houses were then divided by real estate

speculators into small apartments for the laborer and his family, 1In



57

addition to these converted dwellings, transformed warehouses were used
to shelter the poor; the '"0ld Brewery" in the Five Points was perhaps
the most notorious tenement in ante-bellum New York, At times it held
300 tenants, yet the only privy was in a rear court, Several years
after its conversion to a tenement, Griscom called the Five Points: "that
profoundest of all sinks of moral and physical pollution, which sends
forth from its pandemonium in the shape of the 'old Brewery' (which is
a moral brewery still) the agents who perpetrate the 'stratagems and
spoils' there concocted, and bespatter the reputation of the whole city
in the eyes of the world." 1In additiom to converted warehouses and
homes there were the specially built tenements erected by urban jerry
builders,®

In 1833, James P, Allaire, "a wealthy engine manufacturer," is
said to have erected New York's first tenement-house, That tenements
flourished so extensively in New York reflects its role as the main port
of entry for immigrants, By the mid-1840's, the beginnings of a tenement-
house system could be clearly seen, Contemporary observers often
pointed to the connection between the immigrant and the tenement; John

H. Griscom was one of the most astute of these observers.7

I

The tenement-house system was allowed to develop for nearly a decade
before any concerted attacks were directed against it, In 1834, City
Inspector Gerritt Forbes called attention to the problem, but, according
to Lawrence Veiller,

The first attempt , . . to give any comprehensive idea of

the condition of the dwellings of the poorer classes in New

York City was not made until 1842, when Dr. John H, Griscom,

the City Inspector of the Board of Health, called attention
to the existing conditions,
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Griscom found that the population had greatly increased as a result of
the immigrants who reached these shores between 1810 and the 1840's,
Arriving penniless, disease ridden,and miserable, they were herded into
the poorer districts of the city, greatly increasing the population while
decreasing the quality of life, New York soon came to have the greatest
concentration of people per square acre of any city in the civilized
world,8

In relation to the tenement-house question Griscom had three

significant publications, The first was the Annual Report of the City

Inspector, written in 1842, The second, a direct outgrowth of the first,

was The Sanitary Cordition, which was sent to James Harper, New York's

mayor, who in turn sent it to the Common Council. The Council returned

it to Griscom, Making no progress in political channels, Griscom ex-
panded the report and delivered it to the public in December, 1844, The
third document was the report of the Committee of the New York Association

for Improving the Condition of the Poor, On the Sanitary Condition of the

Laboring Classes in the City oe [sic] New York, It was as a result of

this last report that the New York Legislature launched its investigation
of tenement-houses, conducted in 1857 (see below),?

Dr. Criscom asked his fellow New Yorkers to examine the economy
of tenement life and to consider the effects on the poor people forced
to live there., In an appeal to the pocketbook, Griscom noted that the
cost of maintaining this system of slow destruction was very expensive;
not only did it constantly remove individuals from the work force, it
also placed large numbers on the relief rolls. In the year 1844 alome,
53,000 sick poor people were treated at public charitable institutionms,
and this did not include those treated privately, There could be no

doubt about the effects on the individual of breathing foul air--every
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urbanite saw the difference between the pale city belle who had been
shut up all winter, and the same girl after a few weeks of fresh air and
sunshine, With this picture in mind Griscom invited his audiences to
figuratively descend the cellar stairs to see conditions that were even
more deplorable, Taking another tack, Griscom pointed out that the
fever which arose in the poorer wards was no respector of persons, there
being no barrier to disease between the rich and poor:

Disorders arising and fostered in these low places, will

sometimes become 8o virulent as to extend among and

jeopard the lives of the better classes of citizens; while

on the occurrence of general epidemics, these localities

constitute minor streams, whose poisonous waters, as they

mingle with the great river of diseases, give additional

impetus to its destructive current,
Griscom appealed to the residents of New York on behalf of the poor on
three levels, First there was the purely humanitarian approach; second
there was added the pecuniary entreaty, and finally the appeal was
directed to their own safety.lo

Dr. Griscom put his finger on the heart of the problem when he

wrote as follows:

The system of tenantage to which large numbers of the poor

are subject, I think, must be regarded as one of the principle

causes, of the helpless and noisome manner in which they

live, The basis of these evils is the subjection of the

tenantry, to the merciless inflictions and exhortions of
the sub-landlord.

Large numbers of the poorer residences were leased by their owners to
sub-landlords for periods ranging up to several years. The owner was

thus insured of a sizeable return on his investment and he was also
relieved of the problems associated with the maintenance of the property--
making repairs, collecting rents, and the other duties of the landlord,
The sub-landlord, or leasee, also interested in making as much money as
he could, divided the building into as many apartments as possible,

without the slightest regard for decency, health, comfort,or convenience,
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Griscom noted that this class of speculators was usually foreign born,
with little understanding of the needs of health and safety. He also
reported, displaying his temperance leanings, the presence of the grog
shop in each of the buildings, which robbed the men of their wages and
their dignity, The apartments, "closets," Griscom called them, were
rented to the poor on a weekly or monthly basis, rent generally paid
in advance. Once the landlord had his money, his concern for the build-
ings, their surroundings, and inhabitants, ended, The situation rapidly
deteriorated,

The families moving in first, after the house is built,

find it clean, but the lessee has no supervision over their

habits, and however filthy the tenement may become, he

cares not, so that he receives his rent, He and his family

are often steeped as low in depravity and discomforts, as

any of his tenants, being above them only in the possession

of money, and doubtless often beneath them in moral worth

and sensibility,ll

Sub-tenantage forced rents up by twenty-five percent because of

the middle man, Griscom did not mince words in relation to this problem--
it must either be regulated or eliminated, Not only did this system
keep the poor at the bottom of the economic ladder, because of the high
rents, but it also dehumanized the occupants. Removals being frequent
and sudden, the renter paid little or no attention to his surroundings.
When one tenant was evicted, the next moved into the filthy apartment
before it was cleaned, The fear of eviction kept the tenants from
extensive cleaning, and the apartment was soon unfit for human habitation, 12
The poor moved every few weeks, and left all their dirt behind, The
next residents moved their furniture in before attempting to clean;
therefore, if any cleaning at all was attempted it was superficial. The
floor was generally the only thing cleaned, and all too often it was

covered with filthy rugs, which were not shaken out as '"they would not

bear it." Griscom found dirt everywhere:
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In these places, the filth was allowed to accumulate to an
extent almost incredible, Hiring their rooms for short
periods only, it is very common to find the poor tenants
moving from place to place, every few weeks. By this
practice they avoid the trouble of cleansing their rooms,
as they can leave behind them the dirt which they have made.
The same room, being occupied in rapid succession, by tenant
after tenant, it will easily be seen how the walls and
windows will become broken, the doors and floors become
injured, the chimneys filled with soot, the whole premises
become populated thickly with vermin, the stairways, the
common passages of several families, the receptacle for all
things noxious, and whatever of self-respect the family
might have had; be crushed under the pressure of all the
degrading circumstances by which they are surrounded.
In some places the walls were so badly broken that there were holes
which opened to the outside, but Griscom felt these were beneficial
as they "left openings for the escape from within of the effluvia of
vermin, . . ." Nothing was ever whitewashed, clothes and persons were
rarely, if ever, washed; cupboards, stairways, furniture, bedding, and
valls were in the most filthy condition, Usually the ceiling was so
low and the rooms so small a person could not stand erect. With neither
windows nor light, it was difficult to see, yet in these holes the
"luckless and degraded tenants pass their nights, weary and comfortless,'13
The question was often raised, why did the people continue in
such situations? The answer was simple; at any time the landlord or
sub-landlord could order them out for non-payment of rent. Even if they
vere only a minute late they could be evicted, and loss of a few day's
work, or a brief illness, would be enough to put them out in the street,
The system of tenantage was directly responsible for this situationm,
because there were several instances where, under different circumstances,
the poor kept their domiciles clean and their personal lives exemplary.
Knowing that they could not be evicted on a moment's notice created the
change in their apartment, their appearence, and their health, 14

The overcrowding was the worst aspect of the problem; more often

than not two or three families were forced to share one room, Thus,
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when one person contracted a disease, the chances were that all the
occupants would come down with it; and the confined space made recovery
less likely. There was also the question of modesty, or the lack of
it. The close quarters virtually eliminated all privacy, forcing
members of the same and different families to eat, sleep, dress, and if
lucky enough to have water, bathe, in the presence of one another, 1In
his 1845 report, Griscom sent out a questionnaire to the City Tract
Missionaries. The first question on the list concerned the morals of
the tenement dwellers, and the effects of overcrowding on their moral
outlook, George Hatt, missionary in the First and Second Wards, on the
lower tip of Manhatten, reported that one missionary was invited into a
one-room apartment where the father was sitting on the bed, "entirely
naked," washing the shirt he had just taken off, in the presence of
his wife and children, Samuel Russell, of the Eighth Ward, reported
that such close quarters, '"blunted, ruined and finally destroyed" the
sense of shame, '"that greatest, surest safeguard to virtue except the
grace of God, . + " This same attitude was confirmed by the other
tract misgsionaries who corresponded with Griscom, 13

This breakdown of morals led to depression, which made restoration
of health more difficult, and in some cases impcssible, PFurther, Griscom
wrote, the senses of the residents were soon dulled, and amazing cases
of degeneracy were reported. He told the case of two policemen in
search of a criminal who entered the cellar at 123 Cedar Street, in the
First Ward., Three hogs were kept in the cellar, which was permanently
sealed from the front, the boarders feeding them from the rear or ground
floor. The top floor of the two stor& house was occupied by people of
"doubtful reputation,"” The building was condemned and razed, and from

the house "eight or ten carloads of manure and filth" were removed. Even
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those residents with some remaining moral sense, and not physically
incapacitated, simply gave up and wallowed in the filth because they were
constantly surrounded by broken people and suffering families,16

The lack of ventilation was the next problem of impcrtance, With-
out proper air to breathe, the people were quickly reduced to a state
of ill health, more susceptible to diseases, which the foul air and
effluvia supported, Griscom was appalled at the construction of the -
tenements, because when they were built, the windows and doors were both
placed on the same side, '"A draught of air through, is therefore an
utter impossibility." Furthermore, the windows were so arranged that
the upper sash could not be opened, thus preventing the admission of
air to the upper part of the room, Also, the poor were in the habit of
putting their beds as far from the windows as they could, cutting them-
selves off from the fresh air even more. (This was perhaps the result
of the erroneous concept that the night air carried diseases.) Things
were bad enough in the summer when the door was often opened, but in the
winter the zpartments were almost hermetically sealed against the cold
breezes that blew along the streets and alleys, at which point, the
smell became intolerable and all manner of diseases were found in the
offensive apartments., Griscom, feeling that the readers of his reports
might accuse him of being too melodramatic, said "I cannot too highly
color the picture, if I would."l7

One problem as prevalent in mid-twentieth century slums as it was
in Griscom's day i; the policy of overcharging the tenants for goods,
Griscom reported that as they had no place to store anything, they
therefore bought their food, wood or coal, and everything else "by 'the
small,'" for which the grocer, who might also be the landlord, charged

exorbitant rates.l8 while today's slum dweller no longer buys coal to
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heat with, he is still faced with the problem of paying more when he
buys his goods in smaller amounts,

Again, as in the case of the immigrant ships, water was a problem,
In the first place, it was not available in large amounts, because the
Croton water was only supplied to the wealthier wards. Only shallow
wells which provided water of questionable quality were available in
the tenement districts, Further, if the family was inclined to bathing
and cleaning, there was no place to hang out the wash;, assuming, of
course, they had a change of clothing., The lack of water combined with
the necessity of carrying on all of life's functions in one room

eliminated the bath from the lives of most tenement dwellers.19

II
If tenement living in general was bad, then the worst place in
a tenement was the cellar, As Griscom wrote,

The most offensive of all places for residence are the
cellars, It is almost impossible, when contemplating the
circumstances and condition of the poor beings who inhabit
these holeg, to meintain the proper degree of calmness
requisite for a thorough inspection, and the exercise of a
sound judgment, respecting them., You must descend to them;
you must feel the blast of foul air as it meets your face

on opening the door; you must grope in the dark, or hesitate
until your eye becomes accustomed to the gloomy place to
enable you to find your way through the entry, over a broken
floor, the boards of which are protected from your tread

by a half inch of hard dirt; you must inhale the suffocating
vapor of the sitting and sleeping rooms; and in the dark,
damp recess, endeavor to find the immates by the sound of
their voices, or chance to see their figures moving between
you and the flickering blaze of a shaving burning on the
hearth, or the misty light of a window coated with dirt and
festooned with cobwebs--or if in search of an invalid, take
care that you do not fall full length upon the bed with her,
by stumbling against the bundle of rags and straw, dignified
by that name, lying on the floor, under the window, if
window there is;--all this, and much more, beyond the reach
of my pen, must be felt and seen, ere you can appreciate in
its full force the mournful and disgusting condition, in which
many thousands of the subjects of our government pass their
lives,
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The two things that made these holes exceptionally bad were the dampness
and the less than adequate ventilation, Few cellars were reached by
the warmth and drying powers of the sun, or wafted by fresh, life giving
breezes, but this was especially true of the inhabited cellars where
the residents shut out the hot air in summer and the cold air in winter.
Following a rainstorm, most of these holes were flooded because the
sewer system was totally inadequate, Griscom knew of some courts and
alleys where the street was higher than the cellar windows, which
caused the water to run into the basements as a matter of course,20

Since Griscom did not have much time to prepare his City Imnspector's
report, he was aware that some of his findings might be inaccurate,
Even though he went ahead and prepared a ward by ward census of the
cellar and rear buildings (rear buildings were erected on the rear half
of a lot that already had a building on the front portion, They were
almost completely cut off from circulating air as the only access was
via narrow alleys or cul-de-sacs, While not as bad as cellars they
were extremely unhealthy places, )2l

Upon completion of the survey Griscom examined each ward, He
found the worst living conditions in the Eleventh Ward, bounded by
Fourteenth Street and Rivington on the north and south, and the East
River and Avenue D on the east and west, There were 240 cellars with
1349 people and 157 rear buildings with 799 families. Since average
families had four members, the Eleventh Ward rear buildings housed about
3,200 tenants, The Fourteenth Ward, located near the center of the
city and bounded by the Bowery and Canal Street on the east and south
was not as crowded, It had 796 people in 140 cellars and 775 families
in 189 rear buildings. Third in overcrowding was the Thirteenth Ward,

directly south of the Eleventh, where 1267 tenants were crowded into 252
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cellars and 686 families in 204 rear buildings, After these three wards
came the Seventh and the Fifth Wards. Then the population figures
dropped off until the Twelfth and Sixteenth Wards, which were so thinly
populated that no statistics were gathered. Griscom noted that in the
Thirteenth Ward, there were some cellars with as many as thirteen
inhabitants each; however, the Fifth Ward, located on the Hudson River
between Read Street and Broadway, contained some cellars with as many
as forty-eight people, These filthy pasemento were located in both
front and rear buildings, and "into some the water is continuall& |
flowing from the roofs and yards, and the small rooms are so crowded
as to have scarcely room to turn,"22

In 1850, New York's total cellar and rear building population was
conservatively estimated at 33,668 (Liverpool's was about 40,000).
"Many of these back places," Griscom had written, "are so constructed
as to cut off all circulation of air--the line of houses being across
the entrance--forming a cul-de-sac, while those in which the line is
parallel with, and at one side of the entrance, are rather more favour-
ably situated, but still excluded from any general visitation of air
in currents," Despite all these criticisms, cellar residences continued
to grow in numbers, In 1842 Griscom estimated the cellar population at
7,196, whereas by 1850 the chief of police reported it had jumped to
18,456, undoubtedly as a result of the hsavy immigration of the 1840's.
The number must have stabilized at that point since Stephen Smith found
the same number in his sanitary survey conducted during the Civil War,23

There were three classes of boarders, in addition to those who
rented, who inhabited the cellars. The first class paid, on the average,
thirty-seven and one-half cents per week for food and lodging, and slept

on loose straw strewn on the floor, The second class paid half that and
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slept on the bare floor, The third class, paying nine cents a week,
were in a percarious position because as soon as second class boarders
became available they were turned out.z4
The fact that these cellars were designed to receive coal,
lumber or other goods for storage simply added to the horror of cellar
life, and to the crime of those who rented such holes to people unable
to afford decent housing. Griscom reported a conversation he had with
one resident,
Upon remonstrating, not long since, with a woman, for not
keeping her apartment in a cellar in a neater condition,
particularly about the floor, which was covered with ten or
a dozen pieces of old carpet, and as many varieties of
figure, and a great deal of dirt, she said it was no use
to try; and the assertion was justified, by exhibiting to
me the boards destroyed in many places by rottenness, and
in others entirely absent, exposing the bare earth beneath,
The place was so dark, that with the broad sunlight without,
I could not see distinctly without a candle; and yet this
family (in which were several children, all sick) had
lived there several years at a high rent, the landlord
refusing always to put down a decent floor, In addition
to their own family, three or four men were accomodated
with lodgings,25
Again and again there are instances of Dr. Griscom crawling
around in these dens of filth to get an accurate idea of living conditions
of the poor, His reports were highly emotional--it would be difficult
to treat cellar residences dispsssionately when one considers the numbers
of children who breathed their last beneath the ground--but they
were thoroughly documented., The above illustration was just one of many.
As City Inspector, Griscom hed assistants who were to tour the watds and
report nuisances, but he was not willing to leave such an important
task in the hands of non-professionals (few if any of the assistants
had medical training); consequently he made inspection tours himself.

This lent more weight to the Annual Report, and probably helped bring

about the removal of this over-zealous reformer, as he exposed too many

evils, 26
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Dr, Griscom was able to cite several examples where families who
were healthy when they lived above ground, became ill and charity cases
wvhen they moved into cellars, Omne individual who lived in a cellar
adjoining a church cemetery was forced to move the bed as the moisture
seeped through and ran down the wall, Most of the case-histories
Griscom cited were of women, because the men were able to escape the
cellars vhen they went to uori. Even the boys were freed from their
tombs on their way to and from school, But the "females, both night
and day, inhale the polluted atmosphere of the dwellings, and are more
continually under all the other bad influences of their unfortunate
situations.,” More women than men were treated in the dispensaries,
proving his point, In one year the ratio was nineteen to eleven, but
it was generally twelve to eight and one-half, or twelve to tem and -
one-half, These figures were even more striking when it is considered
that many of the men were treated for problems directly connected with
intemperance, 27

While City Inspector, Griscom prepared a form of seven questions
for the City Tract missionaries, who, from daily acquaintance, were most
familiar with the problems of the slums. Griscom was interested in
learning the effects of overcrowding on morals, how physical discomfort
effected their reception of the Gospel, how filth effected morals,
vhether stronger laws would help the inhabitants stay clean, whether
regular visits from a health officer would help, and whether or not there
vere many who wanted to live cleaner, more decent lives but simply did
not know how, Finally, he asked the missionaries to include any of their
personal experiences,

Griscom frequently displayed a talent for making the best possible

use of available sources, In reference to these tract missionaries he
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wrote:

Many of these gentelemen have been a long time engaged in

this work, and probably no body of men possesses more thorough

knowledge of the localities of this city, of the condition

of its inhabitants, of the influence of circumstances upon

the tone of morals in all classes, drawn from actual obser-

vation, or of the alterations and additions required in

the police and sanitary codes, for the improvement of the

city at large, and in its various particulars.
Here Griscom added strength to his cause by citing several other reputable
witnesses to the degradation of the poor. In an attempt to bring about
reform, his questions were designed to illustrate the inferior position
of the tenement dweller., In addition to his own personal observations,
the public was invited to listen to the conclusions and observations of
other medical men and of missionaries--men who worked in the wards and
the homes of the poor from day to day. Griscom must have reasoned that
while people might ignore him, they would be hard-pressed to ignore the
physicians and missionaries who also provided teltinony.zs

J. B. Horton, missionary from the Seventh Ward, replied to Griscom's

appeal as City Inspector; he also responded in 1844 when Griscom was

preparing his Sanitary Condition., For the latter work Horton wrote "1

think there is no intelligent man whose opinion on this subject [cellars])
will not entirely accord with yours." The damp, dark, ill-ventilated
cellars vere well established as the cause of fevers, ague, rheumatism,

and a whole list of other diseases. Horton pointed out that Griscom

was not attempting to establish a new theory in regard to cellar dwellings,
but to give ; history of its bitter experience, and so to impress the
mind of the philanthropist and statesmen, that salutary laws may be
enacted and enforced to prevent cupidity from being allowed to glut its
insatiate maw, by renting tenements to the poor, the widow and fatherless,

80 near the precinct of death and the tomb, "'29
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Several missionaries wrote to Griscom concerning their experiences
in the slums; physicians who had worked in the dispensaries also wrote,
providing further information on the squalid coaditions in the tenements
and cellars of New York, Drs. John Swett, Stephen Wood, and Benjamin
McCready all wrote concerning the horror of cellars and rear buildings.
In one rear building McCready noted the tenement was surrounded by pig
sties and stables, and "from the quantity of filth, liquid and otherwise, .
thus caused, the ground, I suppose, had been rendered almost impassable,
and to remedy this, the yard had been completely boarded over, so that
the earth could nowhere be seen.,” The boards had partially rotted away,
and by exerting a slight pressure on them a "thick greenish fluid could
be forced up through the crevices." This was the scene of nine cases
of typhus in six weeks, two of them fatal, The only thing that stopped
the spread of the disease was the evacuation of the house by its residents.
The reports of the missionaries, though less technical, all emphasized
the same point; filth was detrimental to the health and morals of the
inhabitants. They also followed a policy which the Salvation Army would
use in later years--fill the stomach, then preach to the soul.30

From 1832 until 1834 Griscom was attached to the New York
Dispensary, the first organized in the city, It was located on the cormer
of Centre and White Streets, in the Fifth Ward. Then in 1842 he became
Attending Physician at the Eastern Dispensary, located on the corner of
Essex Market Place and Ludlow Street, having as its domain those regions
of the city where the cellam and rear buildings were the most numerous.
The physicians attached to these and the other dispensaries were the
first to see the diseases that plagued the tenement classes. Dr., Griscom
wrote that dispensary physicians easily picked out cellar dwellers by

“their peculiar pallor, their straining eyes and ghastly countenances,"”
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Any one of the men who served in this capacity was able to present tales
of horror and woe, and of the hopelessness of the losing battle against
the rising tide of disease, The easiest part of the job was locating
the patient:

I cannot be mistaken when I state, that frequently in

searching for a patient living in some cellar, my attention

has been attracted to the place by a peculiar and nauseous

effluvium, issuing from the door, indicative of the nature

and condition of the immates; and I can point to several,

numerously occupied, in which I cannot stand erect [it will

be recalled Griscom was a six footer], except with my head

between the beams of the ceiling, and to which the entrances

seem almost as difficult as that to the cave where Putnam

found the wolf,31

The effects of the tenement on disease could only be properly
understood by the dispensary physician, who worked with the problems on
a day to day basis, Griscom noted all sorts of diseases attributable
to the condition of living in the poorer wards--rheumatism, fevers,
inflammations, pulmonary, and sundry other diseases were all traced to
the filthy tenements, squalid courts, overflowing sinks and privies,
or the manure filled streets and alleys., In addition to these diseases,
small pox, cholera, typhus,and yellow fever usually started in the
tenements and spread to the nicer parts of the city., On the appearance
of these diseases the city fathers began vast clean-ups, all of which
emphasized the false economy practiced., Dr. Griscom explained that if
the money had been expended in smaller amounts over longer periods the
evils of the tenement might well have been avoided. 32
The dampness of the cellars--there were many cases where the

incoming tides caused the furniture to float about the room--and the
lack of adequate air to breathe led to many of these diseases. E. A.

Fraser, one of Griscom's reporters, in an understatement said "it

should be remembered that, in multitudes of instances, buuénu of omly

ordinary dampness, with the little fuel that the poor have to warm them
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with, and at the same time being very open and cold, must be very un-
vholesome to their tenants." 1In an 1857 address, Griscom noted that
troglodytes were more susceptible to disease; Liverpool's 14,000 cellar
residents were only twelve percent of the population; yet they accounted
for thirty-five percent of the city's morbidity. After an act of
Parliament significantly reduced the cellar population, cholera deaths
dropped from 500 in one year to ninety-four, Closer to home, one New
York ward had 562 blacks, 119 living in cellars, while the remaining
443 were better housed, Only ome-fourth of the blacks living above
ground suffered from the 1820 outbreak of 'Boucher Fever," whereas one-
half of the cellar blacks were stricken. '"Out of 48 blacks living in
10 cellars, 33 were sick and 14 died; while out of 120 whites, living
immediately over their heads, in the same houses, not one ever had the
fever." This is just another indication of Griscom's thorough reseéarch;
he demonstrated with great care the evils of cellar residences.33 -
Ventilation was one of the keys to the problem; in cellars and

many of the above ground tenements sufficient air was not available,
Dr. Griscom agreed with the English ventilation expert, David B. Reid,
who maintained that tem cubic feet per minute were required by each adult,
Using these figures, Griscom maintained that the two families of ten
people residing in the cellar at 50 Pike Street, which was ten feet
square and seven feet high and contained one small window and a slanting
door, began breathing contaminated air fifteen minutes after their
arrival, yet they would remain in the apartment from tem at night uqti.l
five the next morning, reinhaling the same air over and over again,

Is it astonishing, [he uk.cd] that the Dispensary is called

upon, very frequently to extend its aid to these immates?

and should there not be some remedy for this dreadful state

of things? The whole of these premises, besides the cellar,

is in a condition unfit for lmlsz habitation, and yet
crowded to a melancholy degree.
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Residences in cellars were bad enough, but schools conducted in
them were among the worst abuses known to the poor. An infant school
wvas conducted in a church basement, measuring forty-six by thirty by
eight and one-half feet high, Into the rcom about two hundred children
were packed. The surrounding buildings were so close to the church
that the blackboard could not be seen because the shadows cut off all
light and ventilation,35

It is unfortunate that after the exposures of 1842 and 1845, the
cellars were allowed to continue, In his 1853 report for the New York
Association for Improving the Condition of the Poor, Griscom encountered
the problems of living in cellars again. He wrote of the rising water,
the smell, the blackness, the lack of air, "Though utterly unavailable
for any other use, they are rented at rates which ought to procure
comfortable dwellings, to persons who have become as debased in charaéter
as the condition is degrading in which they live." The 1850 survey of
cellar population showed that each cellar averaged five occupants, and
that only half of the 3,742 cellars had more than one room, Obviously
things had not improved, the moral degradation, the destruction of health
and human life were allowed to continue unabated even though these
cellars were "fitter receptacles for the dead than the living." A
lengthy residence in such a place was almost certain to shorten one's
life, 36

Still later, during the Civil War, the Citizens Association,
formed to put an end to corruption in city hall, directed part of its
energies for improved sanitary legislation. The Association sent out a
letter to several of the city's distinguished sanitarians, among thea
John H, Griscom, Griscom was called upon because of his "close study of
the subject for the past twenty-two years." He wrote, in responding to

the query, that the 20,000 people trapped bensath the ground were at the
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nadir of the 450,000 tenement dwellers. 'The condition of this part of
the population is disgusting in the extreme, and provocative of the worst
results, moral, physical, pecuniary, and political.” Drawing on his
vast knowledge, Griscom compared New York of the 1860's to London of
1666 when 100,000 died of the plague,3’

III
The New York Association for Improving the Condition of the Poor
(AICP) was organized during the winter of 1842-43, 1Its leaders felt
that there would always be a poorer class and therefore a necessity to
improve its condition, On the one hand they wanted to do away with
street begging; on the other to visit the poor in their dwellings,
examine their circumstances and extend needed relief., Griscom served

on several committees of the AICP, but his most significant contribution

was the First Report of a Committee on the Sanitary Condition of the
Laboring Classes in the City oe [sic] New York, Organized in June, 1853,

thé committee, under Griscom's direction, presented its report in mid-
October, The Association was quite pleased with the report: 'among

thé objects claiming the attention of the Board during the year, nome
have deserved or received more careful consideration, than that relating

to the sanitary condition of the laboring classes.” The report was to

signal the beginning of a distinct organization which would erect model
tenements, as was being done in Europe; however, the plan was given up
and the blueprints distributed to local builders,38

John H, Griscom also served as district chairman, his duty being
to visit the poor families of the district, and meet their needs, both’
physical and moral, The districts corresponded to the city's wards;
Griscom's was the Seventh which was one of the worst., Ome visitor, inm

1847, worked with an Irish family, The father was dangerously ill, the
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mother was convalescing from a previous illness, and their two children
wvere starving, The visitor called in two physicians, one of whom was
Griscom, to aid the family, and after several months the case was happily
resolved, 39

Griscom's 1853 AICP report is something of a minor classic in the
literature of progressive action against the evils of the tenement-
house, Thirty years after it was written, a New York tenant-house
inspector wrote a history of his department of the Board of Health, and
cited Griscom's report as the initial step in reform. Lawrence Veiller,
intimately involved in the slum problems at the turn of the century and
a noted authority on the subject, credited Griscom with beginning the
campaign to improve living conditions for those in the inner city,
Writing of the 1853 report, he remarked that "one result of the dis-
closures made by this Association in 1853 was the appointment by the
State Legislature in 1856 of a committee of their own. . . ." He went
on to discuss the similarity of findings between the Sanitary Condition,
the AICP report, and the Legislature's report. In another work on
tenements, Veiller quoted extensively Griscom's City Inspector report,
finding it "extremely 1nt§reot1ng" that Griscom saw the problem of. the
city not to be its shape but its rapid increases of population. He
was also pleased to see Griscom lay the bl@ where it belonged--at
the feet of the municipal authorities, In his '"List of Books Important
to a Proper Understanding of the Tenement House Problem in the City
of New York," Veiller cited first Griscom's Sanitary Survey of 1842
and then his AICP report.40

There was a definite progress from Griscom's agitation to the
first tenement house laws; unfortunately the wheels of justice move
slowly., As James Ford Notes, Griscom's recomen;latim languished for

nearly half a century before some of his ideas were put into effect, and
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The first plan of the Association was to erect model tenements,
“replete with every requisite for health, comfort and economy, at rents
not ordinarily exceeding those paid for the lowest class of tenements.,"
The Association reasoned that "every honest, sober and industrious
resident, should at least have it in his power to procure a deceat and
healthy home for himself and family." As they pointed out, the sad
truth was that this was impossible, because of the overcrowding, People
must live near their places of work, and that meant they would be shut
up in small holes in the most overcrowded districts, sacrificing health,
life, and morals, There were thousands of poor families in the fower
wards, and more arriving daily, with no apartments vhere they could
live in health and safety, During their inspection tour the committee
could not find one building worthy of being called a model tenement,
Some buildings had wide stairways but they were inadequately ventilated,
or filthy, while some had rooms that were far too small, 42

To his Annual Report Griscom had appended a section entitled
"Preventive Sanitary Measures.,” In a footnote he discussed a model
tenement that had been opened on Anthony Street, between Church and
Chapel, "one of the worst neighborhoods to be found in the City." All
the important items needed to make the tenants happy and healthy had
been included, with no significant rise in the rent, '"Light and airy
rooms, good dry cellars for fuel and food, well flagged pavements, a
hydrant in the court, and other convenient appurtances, with the cheerful
aspect of the whole place and of its inhabitants, afford conclusive
evidence of the value of such improvements, both to the owner and the
City." Griscom had advocated this kind of building for the poorer '
classes several years earlier and was happy to 'ue such a "refreshing

oasis in that desert of wretched tenements, and more wretched inmates,'43
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Griscom, showing his faith in the goodness of man, staunchly

believed that if the poor were taken from their insalubrious surround-
ings, and put into decent housing, at reasonable rents, the result

would be a new class of people, Not only would the poorer classes become
better housed, they would become active members of society, contributing
to, rather than taking from, the public weal, One individual erected

a model tenement, in which he provided the necessary amenities for the
tenants to live like human beings, and not well-kenneled dogs. His

brick building provided each residemt with two rooms, separate cellars
under lock and key, separate out-houses, piazzas, a copper boiler, and
adequate closet space. The tenants were chiefly Irish; even though many
were out of work the weekly rent was promptly paid, and with the exception
of a few cellar lights nothing needed repair, Examples such as this could
be multiplied, but they were still the exception.“

The AICP report ﬁ.intained that the poor were the concern of all;
that by providing them with better places in which to live, the city
would be doing them a great service while saving vast amounts of money,
While other ameliorations had been made in the condition of the poér,
"little comparatively has been effected for improving their tenements,
though it is doubtful whether in any other city they are less adequately
provided for than in New York."” There were a number of reasons for
this; first, the capitalists with the funds to change the situation were
unconcerned; second, it was thought that model tenements would not pay;
third, the tremendous immigration created a further strain on the '
existing housing; and finally, and most important, was the absence of
adequate sanitary and housing teguhtim_."s

When ;he poor took over buildings vacated by wealthier people,
the large rooms were divided into smaller ones, the one family houses

becoming a multi-femily dwelling, This same thing would happen fifty
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years later wvhen the blacks moved into Harlem, Another parallel with
Harlem was the high rent--even though the buildings were in need of
repair, and "in so vile a condition they can scarcely be stepped into,
without contracting filth of the most offensive kind," they were rented
for twenty-five to thirty percent more than was paid in other parts
of town, In the lower wards of the city, as in Harlem, one found that
Crazy old buildings--crcwded rear tenements in filthy yards--
dark, damp basements--leaky garrets, shops, out-houses, and
stables converted into dwellings, though scarcely fit to
shelter brutes--are the inhabitations of thousands of our
fellow-beings, in this wealthy Christian city.
These decrepit buildings on the verge of collapse paid their owners
handsomely, The report cited specific examples, such as a rear building,
entered through a filthy alley off Oliver Street in the Fourth Ward.
Measuring sixteen by thirty, it had two floors and a garret divided into
ten small apartments for sixteen families, The rents averaged $1,.50
a week, the building returned $750,00 a year, or thirty percent of its
value, In the same ward there was a front and rear tenement which held
fifty-six families, Pour lots, chosen at random, rented at seventeen
percent of their value; therefore, after the sixth year, the landlord
received nearly ome hundred percent clear profit on these buildings, 46
In his ward by ward survey Griscom came upofx a block in the
Eighth Ward which went beyond his worst expectations, '"Rotten Row," a
series of eight houses lining both sides of Laurens Street, contained
two-hundred fifty families, of 1,250 people, in 18,000 square feet, which
left each man, woman and child with fourteen square feet of space., "The
pestiferous stench and filth of these pent-up tenements exceed description,"
One room was occupied by six people, with chickens scratching about the

beds. Every inch was occupied, the lower rooms and cellars renting for

$4.50 a month, The owner received $7,500 per annum, the residents a leaky
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roof over their heads and ever increasing poverty, Many of the buildings
did not even have fireplaces, the only exchange of air taking place -
through the windows and doors, both of which were usually shut, 47"

After the survey, Griscom and his committee reached three conclu-
sions they felt to be significant in the formation of such intolerable
conditions, First, the apartments were too small, and this was true for
at least three quarters of the laboring class residences in the city.

A ten by twelve room with a closet for a bedroom was among the bétter
class of accomodations, '"What then must be the discomfort, disease,

and demoralization of the thousands who have but a single apartment of
the most inferior kind, of small dimensions, low ceilings, etc., and
that crowded with two, or three, or sometimes four or five families?"
Overcrowding in the inside led to invariably disgusting filth on the
outside, Second, there were too many people living in too small a space.
While a one story building with ten occupants might be salubrious, the
addition of a second or third story, with an accompanying increase in
the number of residents, could seriously endanger the health of all the
occupants, The third conclusion was the neglect of proper ventilation.
Many of the buildings were erected with no thought at all to ventilation,
and "many of the dwellings of the laboring classes are constructed as

if to prevent ventilationm,"48

There was no reason to be shocked by this state of things:

When families of five, eight or ten persons, each live in a
contracted apartment, that is applied to every conceivable
domestic use, and from fifteen to thirty such families in
the same house--having the entry, stairway and yard in
common, the last badly drained, perhaps unpaved and the
receptacle of all deleterious and offensive things, it would
be truly surprising if the tenants did not become filthy,
reckless and debased, whatever might have been their previous

habits and character,

Conditions such as these turned the residents into creatures without hope
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for the future. Griscom and his committee clearly understood that
intemperance was the result, and not the cause, of the poverty. As
the report aptly put it, it was not odd that so many were constantly in
the liquor shops but it was odd that so many would struggle home without
stopping for liquid relief, 49

Even though there were no accurate statistics pinpointing the
proportion of deaths in the tenements as compared with the rest of the
city, Griscom was certain that it was far higher in the poorer residences,
While many of the dead were children who suffered from malnutrition,
or immigrants weakened by the crossing, most were from the male working
class--men cut off in the prime of life, their families being throwm
on the relief rolls, The committee concluded thus:

Hence it is, that so large a proportion of the dependent
are widows and fatherless children; and to say nothing of
the misery and suffering thus occasioned, hence also the
immense tax on public and private charity, attendant upon
ill health and premature mortality, from preventable or
removable causes.

Griscom was quick to point out that the poor were so t;ot: because
they were lazy, but because of circumstances over which they had no
control, They were caught up in a vicious circle; they had little money
and were forced to dwell in the tenements, which ruined their health,
yet they remained because they could not afford to leave. Whereas some
might escape, the large majority remained in their overcrowded, under-
ventilated, filthy tenements until they went to an early grave in Potter's
Field, 30 |

Griscom was one of the few persons astute enough to realize that
téaring down the slums was not the answer to the problems of the poor,
He was shocked by the callousness of the city for when it tore down the

tenements, a perfect opportunity provided itself to build model tenements.

Yet, as Griscom ruefully declared, nothing was done. '"They pull down the
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habitations of the laboring class without building others of the improved
kind, which should take their place; the tenants are consequently driven
to find shelter elsewhere, though it be in cellars, and courts, and
garrets, amidst vice, and filth, and wretchedness."” 1In a true stroke
of understatement Griscom wrote 'the wants of the population have
evidently been misunderstood,'>1

The evils of the tenement-house stemmed from three groups--the
tenants, the owners, and the Legislature, The last group had the power
to change the conditions but failed to do so, Griscom closed the AICP
report by calling upon capitalists and landlords to work together and
create new housing for the laborers. Speaking in terms of the Gospel
of Wealth, Griscom argued the rich had a trust, and that they must not
alvays be concerned with a fair return on their investment (although
the model tenements usually did return a fair profit), Most of the
tenements being erected were as bad as or worse than existing structures,
and this was false economy, With the then current state of affairs, the
almshouses and prisons continued to drain enormous amounts of the city's
revenue; although improved dwellings would require a vast initial outlay
a large part of the drain might be stopped, It was the duty of the
Legislature to intervene at this point and provide minimum housing’
requirements, that would specifically guarantee the rights of the indi-
vidual and yet recognize "no man's right to pollute the atmosphere of a
neighborhood by breeding a pestilence in his own domicil," Certain
standards for superficial height, heating, ventilation, and minimum
spade were needed, enforceable by law, Finally, cleanliness needed to
be strictly enforced, and where its lack endangered the public health
the law should step in and issue a cease and desist order to either

tenant or landlord--whoever created the nuisance, 52
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Here Griscom showed his visionary ideals when he called for partial
negation of the principle of laissez-faire, More govermment control of
buildings was needed or there would be no improvement for the laboring
classes, This was an appeal to the people's pocketbooks; Griscom demon-
strated how the welfare costs could be reduced at the same time the city's
wealth could be increased,

Griscom, prepared for any eventuality, had answers to four objections
that might be raised to model tenements, First, this would not interfere
with the rights of property holders, as nothing would hinder their
making a fair profit, Purther, all the improvements would eventually
benefit the owner as he would have fewer complaints and repairs. Next,
the rights of the tenants would not be abridged. When they realized
that living in filth undermined their health, morals, and will to live,
the poor would "discover that their own best interests are promoted by
all those measures which are calculated to improve their sanitary comdition."
Third, as charity was not copqidered, this plan would not destroy the
poor's self-reliance, Finally, with a few modifications, the plan
could be put into effect with the existing city and state uch:l.nefy'
overseeing the operation, Griscom outlired the bare bones of reform--

it was up to the Legislature to act,33

Iv
As a result of the AICP report, in 1855 state representative John
M. Reed offered a resolution which called for the creation of a special
committee to investigate tenant housing in New York City. Reed was
compelled by reports of poorly conmstructed foundations, overly tall
buildings, undersized apartments, poor ventilation, narrow halls, over-
crowding, and a total lack of concern for the tenant's safety, As a

result of this interest Reed was made chairman of the select committee



83
of five appointed the following year to examine the situation. "The
committee investigated the problem and became so interested that when

the state failed to continue the funds they completed it at their own

expense, >4

Their first meeting in the Mayor's office, May 14, 1856, was
followed by subsequent meetings when they heard testimony from city
officials, health officials, tenement builders and agents, concernmed
citizens, and the president of the workingmen's association. While ‘they
did not hear, or at least did not print, oral testimony from Dr. Griscom,
they did rely heavily upon his views and thoughts., Of thirty-nine’

footnotes, ten were references to the Sanitary Condition (twelve of the

remaining were references to the Minutes of the Investigation), 1In
addition to taking testimony the committee made two inspection tours
of the slums, of three and four days, with police protection,’d °

The Assembly committee accepted the ideas expressed by the AICP
on the origins of the tenant-house. They further conceded that, given
New York's climate, shelter for the working classes was imperative,
Because shelter was imperative, and because owners wanted to make a
greater profit, buildings were converted into tenements without any
regard for their suitability. 1In addition to the primary cause of
overpopulation, the committee agreed with Griscom's findings when they
concluded that the "tenement is an offsprj.ng of municipal neglect."” Land-
lords were allowed to charge exorbitant rents on the assumption that the
poor would ruin their buildings, which quickly fell into decay due to
neg lect, Yet nothing was done to safeguard the health of the labor;qg
class, The Assembly reported:

No stringent regulations on the part of landlords, no pro-

visions for the maintenance of health, and no convenience for
securing neatness, cleanliness, ventilation, or general order
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and comfort in the establishment, were ever dreamed of in

connection with the tenant-house system, as it spread its

localities from year to year.
Had more stringent regulations existed, some problems could have been
avoided, As it was, "poverty, as we have seen it in New York, is wedded
to despair, and its offspring is vengence,"56

Ia their inspection tours they found, as had Griscom, that words

failed to describe the hideous conditions., '"The decay and delapidation
of the premises was only equalled by the filth of the inhabitants." The
committee was quick to agree with earlier conclusions about the rear
buildings: '"Rear buildings and their surroundings, present, in general,
the most repulsive features of the tenant-house system," They were
nearly impossible to reach as the

visitor must sometimes penetrate a labyrinth of alleys,

behind horse-stables, blacksmith's forges, and, inevitably,

beside cheap groggeries, till he finds himself in a dim

close, thick with nephitic gases, and nauseous from the

effluvia of decaying matter and pools of stagnant water,
Newly erected tenements were often just as bad as the existing structures,
a fact which impressed the committee with the seeming hopelessness of the
situation, 57

Again drawing from previous reports, the committee noted the

detrimental effects of neighborhood groceries, They charged higher
prices than did other places, and at least one per block sold liquor,
the result being that both decent families and children found their way
to the shops, and the corrupting influences of the drunks lounging about,
The committee agreed with Griscom that the temptations were the result,
not the cause, of the poverty, The Legislators went one step further
and laid the blame for the evils of liquor and policy playing (numbers)

at the steps of the govermment because it did not provide adequate

protection, 58
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The committee cited Griscom in their footnotes in relation to

several questions, It was confirmed that the landlords, and ultimately
the state, did not have the right to force people to live as animals,
vhere crime, vice, disorder, disease, and death were ever present. Again
quoting from the Sanitary Condition, the committee Qsed Griscom's examples
of cities as sores on the body politic. They quoted Griscom's statement
that "history furnishes truths that should be warnings for legislation,"”
With reference to superficial space, they cited a letter to Griscom
from Isaac Orchards, missionary to the Fifteenth Ward, Orchards wrote
of the overcrowded, insalubrious conditions he encountered during his’
work as tract missionary, and responded to Griscom's appeal for facts
to support his case. Another citation, from another missionary,
urgently appealed for reform, and the committee completely agreed.
Were all the inmates of these wretched dwellings vicious, desperate,
and depraved? Dr. Griscom, the missionaries, and the Assembly committee
thought not,

As wild roses may bloom in swamps, and violets upon the

edge of charnel pits or the crest of volcanoes, so in these

social morasses, Golgathas and Sodoms, there are to be found

honest, laborious men, struggling against want and disease;

self sacrificing women, toiling and suffering for beloved

ones; and little children, with ears and eyes as yet unused

to sounds and sights of wickedness, with hearts as yet

unseared by the contrast of surrounding corruptiom.
To save those still within reach, it was necessary to begin legislative
reform immediately,59

At the end of one month's investigations, the committee reached

several conclusions, some of which Griscom had reached a decade earlier,
Cellar residences must be eliminated, Next, to prevent fatalities from
fires, strict regulation of stairways and halls was needed, I1f incest,
prostitution, and overcrowding were to be stopped, then sub-leasing

would have to be outlawed. Finally they thought that a clean, comfortable

home would reduce drunkenness,60
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In their conclusion, the committee maintained, as did Griscom, that
low cost housing for the laboring classes was possible. They went,
point for point, with the AICP report Griscom prepared in 1853:
The committee have satisfied themselves that houses, affording
proper accomodations and conveniences can be erected for
the poorer classes; that the providing of such will be
productive of incalcuable good, in a moral as well as
physical point; that investment of capital in the construction
of these buildings would be attended with no risk, and would
yield a good and permanent interest; that, finally, such
building and providing of habitatiomns for the poor is not
only a measure of humanity, but of vital necessity to the
public, and should be encouraged by legislation and all
needful and fitting inducements 6l
That legislation was the answer to the tenement house problem is
undeniable, Taken in conjunction with education on the evils of filth,
this would go a long way towards improving the condition of the poor.
The recommendations of the legislators, and John H. Griscom, were adopted,
but in piecemeal fashion over the next several decades, Changes began
in 1866 with the May 4 building law, which was concerned with fire
prevention and providing adequate means of escape., The first tenement-
house law, which shows the influence of Griscom, was passed the following
May., The law stated that each sleeping room be connected with the out-
side via a window, a door, or at least a ventilating tube, Adequate
fire escapes were undai:ory as were a sufficient number of water closets,
The law stopped the conversion of cellars to residences by refusing to
issue new permits after July 1, 1867, To maintain health it required
that houses be cleaned to the satisfaction of the Board of Health, or
they had to be vacated, The size of rooms, rear buildings and the space
between buildings were also regulated, Twelve years later, on June 16,
1879, a new act was passed, which provided more adequate air space, No
new temement éould be erected which occupied more tham sixty-five percent

of the lot, except corner lots, Every room was to have a window at least

twelve feet oquard, and there was to be 600 cubic feet of air space per
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occupant., However, discretionary clauses left with the Board of Health
nullified the law's effectiveness. Finally, on March 25, 1887, a
Tenement House Commission was appointed. As a part of the same lavw vas
a section which required each sleeping room to connect directly with the
outside, Unfortunately, this was completely unenforceable,62

Even though a few model tenements were put up, the more affluent
Nev Yorkers were not ready to take responsibility for the welfare of
their less fortunate brothers. Individualism, the Puritam ethic, and
self reliance were too firmly entrenched, Griscom's main significdnce
then was as an innovator; he started the ball rolling by focusing the
public's attention on the problems of the slum, Although Griscom's soul
searching reports started tenement-house reform in New York City, it can
be safely stated, considering the condition of today's urban centers,

that the last word has yet to be written on the subject,63

v

In 1853, the year in which Griscom conducted his survey of the
tenements for the AICP, there was a move in the State Legislature to set
aside land for a large Manhatten park, The two sites being discussed
were Jones' Wood, an area of land along the East River facing Blackwell's
Island, and the middle park area, roughly similar to New York's present
Central Park, During the heated controversy over the site, Griscom sent
a letter to the New York Times, in which he discussed the issue of parks
and their value to the health of the poor. The whole question was one’
that had attracted the favorable attention of the public; Griscom asked
the opportunity to present his views on the sanitary aspects of such a
park, When one considered the size of Manhatten Island, the removal of
any large parcel of land from the market would, he suggested, force

already high rents to a new level, Next, he thought it was not needed
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for the poor as am outlet for recreation, as they had other diversions.
Pinally, it was a question of priorities--other improvements were needed
more than a large park, If the Legislature, however, was determined to
set aside eight hundred acres for park land, Griscom had an alternative
plan; divide the land in fifty acre parcels spread over the island so
"that the air, the trees, the flowers, the fountains, and the walks, may
be brought within the reach of all, This would certainly be less aristo-
cratic, more democratic, and far more conducive to the public health,"64
It was thought at this time that parks served as '"lungs for the
city;" they supplied the necessary fresh air, helping the city "breathe."
Griscom pointed out the fallacy of setting aside a large uptown park to
~make the air healthier in the overcrowded downtown wards. But even more
jmportant, the largest problem was the life indoors; women, who spent
more time in the tenement, had the higher incidence of disease. Griscom
again called for tenement-house reform:
If we would, therefore, ventilate the city, we must begin
by enlarging and ventilating the dwellings, by prohibiting
the erection and occupation of the thousands of rooms no
larger than prison cells, and by prohibiting the occupation
as residences, of hundreds of cellars, in which the poor
are now compelled to crowd themselves,
These parks and trees were nice, but they would not offset the evils of
a Gotham Court, or a Forsyth Street, Jones Wood was particularly absurd
as a reservoir of fresh air, In the first place the city was surrounded
by swift running rivers which provided a constant change of air with all
its freshness. Second, Jones Wood was located at the edge of one of
these rivers, nowhere near the center of the city. Using it to ventilate
the tenements of the poor would be like "helping the flight of an eagle
by giving him the wing of a butterfly, or using a candle to help ome's

sight under the broad glare of the noon-day sun,” The problem involved
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getting the people out of doors, not necessarily to a large park but to
any spot where they could breathe freely,65
Too much emphasis was being placed on the park and the beneficial
effects it was to have onm the city's health, It was as if the public had
caught hold of a park as a cure-all for the laboring classes. "Its
advocates would seem to regard it as a panacea for most of the ills,
moral and physical, which issue from this great box of Pandora.”" The
park would not serve as a lung for the city, even existing parks had
no effect on buildings only a few hundred feet away. Fresh air vas
available to the poorer classes; the problem was that the comstruction
of the tenements shut off all avenues of approach for the fresh air. The
narrow, offal filled streets, blind alleys, courts, yards, and cul-de-sacs
precluded all ventilation, These were the problems to be attacked, not
a new park which would benefit the gentleman and his lady out for an
afternoon's drive,66
It was argued by the park's promoters that such a place would

provide cheap entertaimment for the working classes, Griscom showed
the fallacy of this:

A walk through the most beautiful park in the world is not

to be compared with a sail upon either of our noble rivers,

with their unsurpassed views of city, country and water, and

their pure and most invigorating atmosphere; while the rambles

at Staten Island, at Greenwood, at Green Point, and above

all, at Hoboken, with its Elysian Fields and shady groves

and river-side promenade, equal, if they do not surpass,

those of either London, Paris, or Versailles;--and all

attainable for a few cents,
One could sail to Staten Island for six cents, to Hoboken for three
cents, or across the East River for a penny. It would cost more than
this to ride up to Central Park., The ferries were readily available,
with fourteen on the East and eight o; the North River. The ferries
were near to the places where the laborers lived and worked while the park

sites were quite a distance away.67
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Griscom's article was not entirely negative; in closing he anti-

cipated the turn of the century garden plans that would be used in some
of New York's outlying districts, He wanted to combine dwellings and
gardens by laying off streets one hundred feet wide, and in the inter-
vening areas, erecting modern, well ventilated apartments, not more
than three stories high (tgll.cr buildings, he noted, cut down on air
and light, and by limiting the height Griscom seems to have anticipated
the city's later set-back regulations for skyscrapers, which allow more
light and air to reach the street), There would be at most one or two
families per floor in these open, clean apartments., At the center of
each group there would be a garden for the use of all.

These interspaces, now usually occupied as private yards,

could easily, and without loss, be spared for common use,

and if well arranged with walks, trees and flower beds,

with two or three fountains, would form little parks of

themselves, to which the neighbors would daily resort with

their children, always in sight, and where, by more frequent

and free intercourse, the kindly feelings would be cultivated

with far more liklihood than elsewhere.
Perhaps such a plan was too idealistic; but it did offer an alternative
to the stinking hovels in which the poor were forced to live. John H,
Criscom's plan would have provided the poor with a nice place to live,
one with enough amenities to restore their sense of worth and dignity,
and yet one that would nmot be terribly expensive. He further reasoned
that the poor would return to work, and being taken off the welfare rolls,
would add to the city's wealth, thereby offsetting the cost of the build-
ings. "There -:l.ght be accomodated, in the way I propose, comfortably,
healthfully, cheaply, and elegantly, and with a revenue too, a population
not less than 250,000, who, otherwise must be crowded into narrow spaces,
at high rents, greater certainty of sickness and early mortality,"68-

Thirteen years after his death, in 1887, the Small Parks Act was

passed wvhich authorized the creation of parks south of 155th Street.
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Three sites, totalling thirteen acres, were selected, but little was
done prior to 1895, The most important site was Mulberry Bend, the
park which was so dear to the heart of Jacob Riis, In 1895 another"
commission recommended the creation of two more park sites, to be located
east of the Bowery and south of Fourth Street. The Commissioners
also thought that each new school should be built with adequate space
for playgrounds, Though dead, the influence of Griscom is just as
apparent in these small parks as that of Jacob Riis or t:h"e commissions

which developed them,69
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CHAPTER 1V
NUISANCES AND THEIR ABATEMENT
The poor, and the destitute,
and the degraded, have been
too long allowed to remain in
their ignorance, to grovel
in their filth, and while suffer-
ing acutely themselves, to
spread around them the contam-
ination and contagion of the
diseases of body and of mind,
which inevitably result from
their neglected condition.
John Bell, 1859
The fundamental health problem among the poorer classes in New
York was a lack of fresh, wholesome air; inside the tenements there
was little exchange of air, and outside, the neighborhood was usually
so dirty the air itself was fetid., The closeness of the buildings
prohibited the passage of any stray breezes, which meant all the noxious
odors remained for days and weeks, Dr. Griscom, as were his contem-
poraries, was a miasmist, and attributed the common diseases to the '
vitiated air of the apartment, or the neighborhood, or else to the
incredibly common piles of filth in the streets.
Such nuisances as slaughter houses, pig sties, and rag and
bone piles added to the filth, and the case that the miasmists had
built against life in the slums. To these were added the problems
associated with rapid urban growth--inadequate sewerage, insufficient
water supplies, unregulated building codes, haphazard garbage pickups,
and the necessity of draining low-lying lands--all issues that Dr.

Griscom continually raised. Other problems, swill milk, for example,

96



97
weakened infants and children and if it did not kill them outright it
made them more susceptible to other diseases. In the view of the -
miasmist, these nuisances frequently resulted in epidemic or endemic
diseases; cholera, small pox, typhus, consumption--all had their origins
in the laboring-class districts of the city.

Griscem found in 1849 that animal and vegetable refuse was
being thrown into the street in ever increasing amounts. The intro-
duction of the Croton water system caused abandomment of city wells,
vwhich resulted in more water percolation and, it was thought, more
disease, A growing pig population combined with a rising human popu-
lation added to the health problem, What made the situation more
regrettable was that New York could end most of the problems and take
her place as one of the healthiest spots in the world. !

It was beyond the ability of a Christian such as Griscom to
understand how the human body could be so susceptible to disease,
even from the necessities of life, The air he breathed and the food
he ate were capable of causing disease, and in many cases, death., 'But
strangest of all, they [food and air] become so too often by his own
pervérsion of their properties." What made this even worse, nature
had the power of cleansing the earth and water if left to herself.
There was no question then, that the insalubrious condition of New
York was the result of man's spoilage,?

European travelers who frequented the shores of the United
Statés during the nineteenth century often commented on the condition
of tlie cities. Dickens vividly described his 1840 tour of the Five
Points., He mentioned the filth, the pigs, the blank faces staring
out from emaciated bodies. When Charles McKay toured Gotham a

decade later he wrote: "Broadway monopolizes nearly all the good
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pavement as well as cleanness of New York; and the streets that branch
off from it on each side are uneven, dirty, and full of deep holes
and ruts, . . ." Such holes became pools of stagnant water, and
collection pits for animal and vegetable refuse,3

In the pre-germ theory era, most medical research was related
to preventing obvious nuisances., Preventive medicine centered on
sanitary improvements, and it was in this field that Griscom made some
of his most important contributions. The laborer, living in the
poorer sections of the cicj, was more susceptible to disease because
most nu:l.a;ncea were centered in his district. It was the purpose of
the AMA's "First Report of the Committee on Public Hygiene," prepared
in 1849, to examine the major cities of the United States and their
sanitary condition, Griscom presented the report for New York, one
of the best in regard to coverage and content. (These individual city
reports were attached, as appendices, to the main report, which
outlined the conclusions of the committee, along with a brief summary
of their duties, The main report was the joint effort of the committee.)
They made up a list of nine significant points they saw as central to
the issue, After dealing with population, location, geographic features,
they analyzed the healthy and unhealthy parts of the city, drainage and
paving, street cleaning, ventilation, schools, hospitals, dispensaries,
water supply, and its source and purity. Griscom answered the final
query, "Are the municipal regulations on the above subjects effective
or not?" in the negative. His answer would remain so until the

Metropolitan Health Bill of 1866 passed.%

The American Journal of the Medical Sciences published a very
favorable review of Griscom's AMA report, It reported Griscom's

Pleasure with the geological formation of the island, but wrote that
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he felt improvements in ventilation and sewerage were desperately

needed, "His descriptions of the wretched situation of the poor

in many of the closed alleys and crowded courts are calculated to

excite philanthropists to the most active efforts to accomplish reform.">

In additiom to Criscom, the AMA '"First Committee" was made up

of other notable .an:l.urhﬁs. James Wynne, who prepared the report

of Baltimore, was later to serve with Griscom on the National Quarantine
and Sanitary Conventions of the late 1850's, Edward H. Barton, of

New Orleans, prepared an in-depth report on Yellow Fever in the next
decade, and Isaach Parrish, of Philadelphia, was another notable figure
in preventive medicine. Although these men served only one year,
devotion to the subject was the keynote of the committee; as soon as

the members were appointed, they set about to collect as much informstion
as possible, in part to provide "authentic data for future research."
Their work, accomplished in 1848-49, was one of the earliest examin-
ations of health in the major cities., With the exception of Griscom's
Sanita cOnditiqn, prepared four years earlier, there was virtually

no recorded evidence on sanitation in America.6

In his report Griscom concluded that while the geology, location,

and population of New Yorkwere quite good (population was 400,000,

soil was rocky,and the island was basin shaped, and washed by two rivers
vhich had six foot tides), the health of the city did not reflect its
salubrious condition, Mortality rates were higher in New York

than in other cities, primarily because of the unsanitary conditioms.
"Diseases of asthenic character are very prevalent . . . arising
doubtless, from the i.n{mritiel of the air." Griscom concluded that
Since the diseases were particularly prcvahm: among the working classes,
they were a result of living in filthy surroundings and breathing

foul air, 7
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Nuisances were classified as any manufactories, butcheries,
public works or foundries which gave off noxious gases, smoke or
unpleasant odors. The worst industries were those which used acids,
with brass, lead or copper smelting foundries next in offensiveness,
Both groups filled the air with impurities harmful to animal and
vegetable life; the building of tall chimneys to carry off the pollu-
tants was only a partial solution. Among the other blights cited by
the committee were soap end candle works, zinc and iron sulphate
works, and phosphorus and friction match establishments. Solutions
to the problem were simple., "If the neighborhood of manufactories are
found to be more unhealthy than other places, it becomes the duty of
every municipal body to interdict them in populous parts of the
town, , . "8

Generally speaking, these nuisances were of two classes., The
first were the internal offenses; foul air resulting from overcrowded
conditions, lack of proper food and clothing, both in quality and
quantity, and a lack of cleanliness of the apartments and the tenants.
There were also evils found outside the domicile--the terrestrial
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