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Student Handout 10.3.1 “The Thames Festilence” (Source 5) 

Introduction 

Source 5 (“The Thames Festilence”) uses many different synonyms to describe the condition of the Thames 

River. The author used these words to paint a mental picture in the minds of his readers. This type of writing 

was common in the nineteenth century but today would be very unusual. Today we use photos and videos to 

send people pictures instead.  

=== 

A gigantic flood of poison swells daily and nightly in the metropolis. The Mississippi is the Father of Waters —  
the Thames is the Mother of Stenches. Putrid and noisome, our river rolls the filth of London to within a few 
miles of the sea; the sea drives it back in an aggravated stage of decomposition, and here the abomination 
floats between the Thames Tunnel and Battersea, hourly blackening, rotting, and steaming with vast escapes 
of contagion. Members of Parliament and mudlarks, porters on piers and passengers by steamboats, sicken 
under the loathsome influence; city physicians and surgeons find the numbers of their patients increased; 
something only a few degrees removed from cholera makes its appearance, and the Board of Works 
deliberates upon the necessity of “doing something.” . . . The Thames will still be our main drain — our huge 
receptacle of dead animals, decayed vegetables, ordure, putrescence and all else that should be carried far 
from the habitations of men. It will still be a body of murky, cloudy, dense, and stinking liquid. … With a 
hundred fountains, fed by the latrinaries, urinals and other deleterious sources playing into its bed, it will 
remain the great Plague of London — a perpetual nuisance and pollution. Legislators in the library of the 
[House of] Commons express themselves with profane emphasis when the gross vapour rises to their nostrils. 
. . . The summer, which blesses the land, curses the water — at least in the London valley. The slimy 
putrefaction of the Thames simmers in the heat, and from every bubble breaks a discharge of insufferable 
miasma. 

Directions for Part I 

To make the author’s meaning clear, sort the following word list of synonyms into four categories: words that 

show the problem is harmful, words that show the problem is disgusting, words that show that garbage and 

sewage are in the river, and words that show the problem is big. 

Word List 

gigantic 

flood 

poison 

stenches 

putrid 

noisome 

filth 

aggravated 

decomposition 
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abomination 

rotting 

vast 

contagion 

sicken 

loathsome 

huge 

ordure 

putrescence 

murky 

stinking 

latrinaries 

urinals 

deleterious 

plague 

perpetual 

gross 

slimy 

putrefaction 

insufferable 

miasma 
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Words That Show 

the Problem Is 

Harmful 

Words That Show 

the Problem Is 

Disgusting 

Words That Show 

That Garbage & 

Sewage Are in the 

River 

Words That Show 

the Problem Is Big 

        

        

        

        

        

        

        

  

Part II:  The words on your list above are nouns and adjectives, with a few verbs. Here are a few rules to tell if 

unfamiliar words are nouns or adjectives: 

1. Nouns use the letter s on the end to mean they are plural. 

2. Some common endings for adjectives are -ic, -id, -some, -ous, -y, -ble, -al, -nt, and -ful. 

3. Some common endings for nouns are -ion, -nce, -ure, -sis, -ness, and -ty. 

4. Two endings turn verbs into nouns and adjectives – -ing and -ed.  Words ending in -ed are usually 

adjectives, but words ending in -ing can be either nouns or adjectives. 

Use these rules to select the proper synonym for the boldfaced word in each sentence. Circle the correct form 

of the synonym.  
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1. … here the abomination floats between the Thames Tunnel and Battersea, hourly blackening, rotting, and 

steaming with vast escapes of contagion. 

putrid           putridness 

2. … our huge receptacle of dead animals, decayed vegetables, ordure, putrescence and all else that should 

be carried far from the habitations of men. 

decomposition     decomposed 

3. With a hundred fountains, fed by the latrinaries, urinals and other deleterious sources playing into its bed … 

destruction       destructive 

4. … from every bubble breaks a discharge of insufferable miasma. 

loathsome stench    loathing stenchful 

5. A gigantic flood of poison swells daily and nightly in the metropolis. 

vastness expanding of contagion         vast expanse of contagion 

 


