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NOTES ON THE LAWS OF MORTALITY, WITH
REFERENCE TO MONTREAL

BY W. G.

It is just to the reviewer and the reviewed to state, that Mr.
Carpenter visited most, if not all, of the chief towns in Canada
while lecturing on Sanitary Reform. He had thus ample opportu-
nities of acquiring a particular knowledge of his subject, not only
by communication with gentlemen interested in it, but also by per-
sonal observation. He had the usual good or ill-fortune of lecturers:
his fame went before him. Of course his lectures attracted atten-
tion. To show what a deep interest he had taken in the subject, he
informed an audience in Montreal that he had for several months
acted as Secretary to a Registrar in one of the cities of England
(Manchester, we believe) and that he did so without recompense,
and for the sole purpose of gaining knowledge. The publication of
his Essay set the press of Canada in full cry.

From Quebec we heard it would do much to retrieve the char-
acter of the magazine in which it appeared, from the injury it had
sustained from an article on the Coal that was not found in Bow-
manville.

A Montreal journal thought it so good as to make it the cause
of advising the patrons of Canadian literature to subscribe to the
periodical that gave it birth.1 A newspaper in Hamilton said Mr.
Carpenter had proved that Hamilton was the most healthy city in
Canada, and to crown all a committee of gentlemen in Montreal
distributed the Essay, gratis, shortly after its publication.

It will not then be a matter of surprise that we gave as much for
the number of the “Canadian Naturalist and Geologist”2 as would
have bought “Ruskin’s Economy of Art.” or “Tennyson’s Idyls of
the King.”

A glance at the Essay was sufficient to show that Mr. Carpen-
ter has no acquaintance with the statistics of human life. A slight
examination showed the production to be incomparably the worst
we have ever seen, and as there are bounds to ignorance and pre-
sumption, we fondly believe that it is the worst in existence.

The reader may think this cannot be the case as the Essay was
published in a journal conducted by a committee of eight gentlemen,

1The Transcript cautiously pointed out errors in rates, without, however,
noticing much greater faults.

2June, 1859.
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of whom, some enjoy a, reputation for learning, and while it also
met with the reception described. We have no wish to prescribe a
course of argument; but will pursue our own. As it is not with Mr.
Carpenter, but with his Essay we have to do, we will, like good old
Isaac Walton with the frog, “handle him as though we loved him.”
Knowing the difficulties that beset inquiry into the subject in the
state of society now existing in Canada, we will not cavil at trifles.

To the ignorant and unlearned it may seem incredible
that “the exact connection between those sanitary con-
ditions over which man has control, and the actual num-
ber of deaths in any town or district, is no longer a
matter of hypothesis.”

Yet such is the case according to our essayist, and as a proof he
tells us that

“While Mr. P. H. Holland was registrar of the sourthern
portion of Manchester (called Chorlton-upon-Medlock)
he went through each district, tabulating each street,
court, &c., in three columns, judging by his senses and
knowledge what their rate of mortality was likely to
be. In each street he also made a threefold division of
the houses, according to their character. Here there-
fore were nine divisions, to each of which he assigned a
supposed proportion of deaths to population. He then
directed his clerk to tabulate the actual deaths in each
of these divisions, taking the average of five years. On
comparing the theory and the facts together, in no case
did they vary more than one-half per cent.”

It is not difficult to do what Mr. Holland did, when the previous
rate of mortality is known. It was this knowledge, and not the use of
the senses that achieved what is related as something extraordinary.

A person who never was in Manchester, if he be possessed of the
vital statistics as the registrar was, and be informed of the nature
of the season and the supply of a few of the principal elements of
life could have made as equally correct estimates. If not we study
in vain, being able to know only what is past, and quite unable to
judge the future.

The only thing wonderful about the story is that, it does not
serve the purpose for which it is told. It is not said the registrar’s
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estimate was nearly the same as the result at the time of inspection,
which it would require to have been to be of any value of Mr.
Carpenter; but that, it was very nearly the same as the average of
five years. Why of five years, and of what use were his senses?

Mr. Carpenter is right in saying that, in a newly settled country
the same accuracy of detail cannot be expected as in Britain. He
then writes

“For the year 1851, we are in possession of tables, very
carefully drawn out, both of the population and of deaths,
arranged according to different ages and conditions, in
the various cities and districts of Upper and Lower Can-
ada. By comparing these, one with another, and taking
the average number of deaths for every thousand inhab-
itants during the year, we obtain the following results;
the fractions here, as elsewhere, being disregarded.”

“For the purposes of comparison, statistics are added
from England, where the returns are most accurately
made, and the causes of error most carefully guarded
against; and from the last official Registration Report of
Massachusetts, as being a long settled State, in climatal
conditions not very dissimilar to those of Canada. The
general mortality of the principal part of Rhode Island
is also added, from the Government Report.”

“Confining our attention at present to the third col-
umn, that of comparative mortality, we cannot but be
surprised at the two following results: (1) the extreme
healthiness of the country districts generally, and of the
cities in Upper Canada; and (2) the extreme mortality
of Montreal, notwithstanding the beauty of its streets
and the substantial comfort of its mansions. It is nat-
ural to suppose that some peculiar disaster that year
befel the city, from which the rest of the Province was
exempt. Let us endeavour, thehefore, to see how far the
same ratio holds in other years.”
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Percentage of
Deaths †Deaths total deaths.

Census of 1851. Total Total per 1 in of Under From
popu- deaths. 1,000 Popu- 5 Xymotic
lation. inhab. lation. years. disease.

All Canada 1,1842,265 19,449 10 1
2 95 43 25

Upper Canada 952,004 7,775 8 123 42 23

Do. less 5 large cities 880,737 6,754 7 1
2 130 41 23

Toronto 30,775 474 15 65 52 19
Hamilton 14,112 172 12 82 47 42
Kingston 11,585 185 16 63 56 8

Ottawa 7,760 90 11 1
2 86 48 29

London 7,035 100 14 70 49 24
Lower Canada 890,261 11,674 13 76 43 26
Do. less 2 large cities 790,494 8,632 11 92 39 28
Montreal 57,715 1,978 34 29 43 15
Quebec 42,052 1,064 25 40 69 37

English Rural Dis. 1841 3,440,501 66,575 19 53 · ·
Forty large towns ” 3,759,186 96,999 26 39 · ·
Liverpool parish 1840-2 · · 35 28 54 ·
Bristol city ” · · 26 38 42 ·
” Rural Dis. ” · · 19 53 33 ·
” U. Clifton ” · · 16 62 25 ·
” L. Clifton ” · · 34 29 51 ·

Massachusetts 1853-1857 1,132,369 20,905 18 54 39 27
15 cities in do.
above 10,000 417,838 9,310 22 45 46 ·
inhabitants
Whole State, less
15 cities 714,531 11,595 16 62 34 ·
Boston 160,490 4,195 26 38 47 ·
Charlstown 21,700 505 23 43 48 ·
Fall River 12,680 382 30 33 54 ·
Springfield 13,788 265 12 52 47 ·
Rhode Island State 1853 118,722 1,126 9 105 · 28

† Added by W. G. Consult this along with the preceding column.

“In the Prothonotary’s office are tabulated, year by
year, the number of deaths and the increase of pop-
ulation by birth; Ottawa, Vaudreuil, Two Mountains,
Terrebonne, Leinster, Berthier, Richelieu, St. Hyacinthe,
Rouville, Verchères, Chambly, Huntingdon, Beauharnois,
Missisquoi, Stanstead, and Shefford, containing a popu-
lation of 428,588 souls, according to the census of 1851;
partly rural, partly gathered into towns; subject to the
same climatal conditions as Montreal, and inhabited by
a people having the same religion and habits of life.
The balance of wealth and the means of comfort are
obviously in favour of the city. If Montreal has more
than its share of sick persons, through the attraction of
the hospitals, the same is true of Quebec and Toronto.
Moreover, it is proverbial how long persons live in these
establishments, owing to the kind and watchful nursing
of the Sisters of Charity. And whatever increased mor-
tality may be due to this cause, is probably more than
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counterbalanced by the number of consumptive patients
who are sent out of the city into the country to die. The
following are the returns, commencing with 1851, when
first we have an accurate census of population. It will
be remembered that 1852 was the year of the great fire,
and 1854 of the cholera.”

MONTREAL CITY.
Years. Total Excess of Total Deaths Deaths‡

pop. births deaths per 1 in of
over 1000 Popul’n

deaths

1851 57715 +918 1978 34 29
1852 58633 +1053 1992 34 29
1853 59686 +763 2278 38 26
1854 60449 −463 3739 62 16
1855 59986 +1028 2231 37 27
1856 61014 +1262 2284 37 27
1857 62276 +1438 2367 38 26
1858 63714 +1495 2299 36 28

Total 483473 +7494 19168 40 25
do. or 16

per 1000
less
1854 423024 +7957 15429 36 27.5

or 19
per 1000

COUNTRY DISTRICTS.
Years. Total Excess of Total Deaths

pop. births deaths per
over 1000

deaths

1851 428588 +11423 5853 14 73
1852 440011 +11093 6326 14 70
1853 451104 +11280 6525 14 69
1854 462384 +8316 8731 19 53
1855 470700 +8586 7869 17 60
1856 479286 +9564 7184 15 66
1857 488850 +9447 7380 15 66
1858 498297 (+9447)∗ (7521)∗ 15 66

Total 3719220 +80156 57389 15 65
do. or 22

per 1000
less
1854 3256836 71840 48658 15 67

or 22
per 1000

∗ The registration districts having been altered in 1858, these numbers are
inserted hypothetically to complete the average.
‡ Added by W. G. Consult this along with the preceding column.

“It is not pretended that these tables are precisely cor-
rect. Absolute accuracy is of course unattainable in a
country where there is no compulsory system of regis-
tration; the yearly returns of births and deaths being
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simply the records kept of religious ceremonies. In the
country districts of Upper Canada, doubtless a large
number of infants are born and corpses interred with-
out any other record than in the family bible, if indeed
in that. Still, each of the Upper Canadian cities, where
deaths at least are recorded, shows so healthy a condi-
tion that the mortality of the country is probably not
much greater than that recorded. But in Lower Canada,
where the religious habits of the Catholic population al-
most compel resort to the font and to the cemetery, we
may regard an average of 7 years as a fair criterion of
its sanitary condition.”

Well, Mr. Carpenter:—

“Are such things here as we do speak about? Or have
we eaten of the insane foot, that makes the reason pris-
onor?”

We have made this long extract, that the case might be made
in Mr. Carpenter’s words, and because we feared that without it
our comments could not be credited. He says,

“The people of Montreal kill-off thirteen hundred and
sixty-five of their own flesh and blood every year.”

He cannot object if we follow his example.
Let the reader examine for a few minutes the column to which

Mr. Carpenter specially invites intention, and in conjunction with
it the one we have added for the convenience of those who may be
more familiar with the subject in that form.

It is utterly impossible that the man who framed this table
could have written, or have had the most faint conception of the
meaning of the sentence: “The exact connection between those
sanitary conditions over which man has control, and the actual
number of deaths in any town or district, is no longer a matter of
hypothesis.” Mr. Carpenter may be able to multiply, divide and
subtract, but to all intents and purposes he has no more knowledge
of the meaning of the figures than a Babbage caculating machine
has of the operations it is made to perform.

We venture to say there is not a sane person in Canada —
excepting, of course, those from whom we have quoted — with even
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the most imperfect use of his senses, who after an hour’s thought
would say these tables represent the rate of mortality in different
parts of Canada, or that the census returns from which they are
drawn have been carefully made.

It is shown that in the rural districts of England the number of
deaths in a year is at the rate of 1 to every 53 of the living, while
in cities it is 1 to 39. The rate in cities is nearer 1 to 35 than 1 to
40; but we will accept the proportions given.

The first table shows the visits of death, in even the country
districts of healthy England, are not far from being twice as frequent
as they are throughout the whole of Canada, and are two and a half
times more frequent than in the country of Upper Canada. It shows
that in the cities of England, death yearly calls away one of every
thirty-nine persons, while in the towns of Upper Canada she calls
away only one in seventy. It shows that in the most unhealthy
town of Upper Canada only one out of sixty-three dies, while in
the most healthy city of Lower Canada there dies one in forty. And
in Massachusetts, a long-settled state — in climatal conditions not
very dissimilar to those of Canada — the rate of mortality is twice
as great as in Upper Canada and in the adjoining state of Rhode
Island.

Many fail to appreciate the truth of statements conveyed by
arithmetical formula. Let such contrast the condition of Montreal
in ordinary years with what it was in 1854, when the number of
deaths increasing to an alarming extent, and a panic prevailed in
the city. What Montreal was in 1854 compared with Montreal in
ordinary years, is the position Mr. Carpenter says it occupies in
relation to the most unhealthy town in Canada West. Again, when
the cholera in 1854 was raging with greatest violence, 1440 persons
— considerably more than half the entire number of deaths in or-
dinary years — died in the months of July and August. Suppose
this fearful rate of mortality to have continued throughout the en-
tire year; contrast such an imaginary year with the generality of
years, and you will have a just idea of the position Mr. Carpenter
says Montreal occupies in comparison with the country of Upper
Canada.

To acquire anything like a proper estimate of the ignorance of
the framer of the tables we are examining, we must bear in mind
the numerous sources from which light is thrown on the subject.
For example, take up the report of a Life Assurance Society—
say the Mutual Life Assurance Company of New York. You the
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United States divided into five great sections, the most healthy of
which includes the States lying east of Ohio and Kentucky, and
north of North Carolina. The mortality in this section is extremely
favourably represented by the State of Massachusetts, in which the
rate, according to our essayist, is 1 in 54. The competition for
business has, of course, had its usual effect, and lifes are measured
at the lowest safe rates of premium. In general the tables for life
Assurance are calculated on a death rate of about 1 in 40 of the liv-
ing. Yet Mr. Carpenter, in common with those from whom we have
quoted, has not profited by all the efforts which have been made to
instil into the minds of the vulgar a knowledge of the principles of
Life Assurance.

Our Essayist, while pretending to be a reformer, is the person-
ification of Red Tapeism. He tells us the rate of mortality for the
principal part of Rhode Island was 1 to 105, according to the Gov-
ernment’s report. If the reader will consult the American Almanac
for 1856, he will find an abstract of the document to which reference
is made. It is the first annual report, and, like the first Canadian
census, is a very inferior production. Had Mr. Carpenter referred
to the Almanacs for 1857 and 1858, he would have found that in
one of the cities in the State, and that a most healthy one, with
a population under 50,000, there were 1065 deaths, or only 61 less
than he believes the population of nearly 119,000 produced. This
generally reliable Almanac assures us that the fourth registration
report for the year ending with 1856 has been carefully prepared
by Dr. Charles W. Parsons, of Providence. If so, the returns given
the Doctor must have been incorrectly made.

In the first table given by our Essayist, it is shewn that the
population of Lower Canada, in 1851, was 890,261, and that the
deaths were 11,674. From the second table we learn that the joint
population of Montreal and the District named, with which the
city is surrounded, was 486,303, and that the deaths were 7,831.
In this, the Western part of Canada East, the mortality is thus
shown to have been 1 to 62 of the population. In the Eastern
part of Lower Canada in 1851 there was, therefore, a population of
403,958, which gave 3,843 deaths, or only 1 to 105 of the living. So
that, the population of the Western part of Lower Canada, though
enjoying at least an equal share of the comforts of life with the
Eastern neighbours, is more unhealthy and short lived in the very
extraordinary proportion of 62 to 105, or 6 to 10. What is equally
wonderful is that, a few miles West of this Western section of Lower
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Canada, we come to a people more healthy and long lived than even
the very extraordinarily long lived inhabitants of the Eastern part
of Lower Canada.

It will be evident to the most unreflecting there must be a rela-
tion between the length of life in town and country, so that, if we
know the one we will be able to estimate the other with a degree
of truth proportioned to the accuracy of that which is known. We
will say the proportion shown to exist between the forty large cities
of England and the rural districts, represents this relation. A rate
of 1 to 39 in the cities gives 1 to 53 in the country. What will 1 to
45 in the cities of Massachusetts give? The answer is 1 to 61. The
table gives 1 to 62. So far, then, the relation between life in the
city, and life in the country in the State of Massachusetts may be
said to be correct, as it agrees with that known to exist in England.

At present, we care not whether these rates be true or false.
If the rate for the cities of Massachusetts is correct, that for the
country is likely to be true.

If then, we were told that in towns with only a small population,
having few inhabitants engaged in workshops and manufactories,
the death rate was so low as 1 in 45, and that in the surrounding
country it was only 1 in 80, we would certainly say that could not
be.

Suppose, now, that Mr. Carpenter is right in what he affirms so
positively of the five cities of Upper Canada, in which the average
rate is 1 in 70, what will be the rate in the country?

The answer is 1 in 95. Mr. Carpenter says it is 1 in 130, and
thinks he is near the truth. His reason for his conclusion gives a
fair example of his logical ability. Here it is.

“Still each of the Upper Canadian cities, where deaths,
at least, are recorded, shows so healthy a condition that
the mortality of the country is probably much greater
than that recorded.”

Any person possessed of the most infinitesimal share of brains will
see this is the very reason why we should think the country cannot
show a much lower rate of mortality than the towns.

If the people in cities live to nearly the utmost length of life,
there must be very little difference between the duration of their
lives, and the lives of the people of the country.

Mr. Carpenter not only gives the full proportionate difference,
but actually increases it from 1 in 95, to 1 in 130, and this, too, in
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a country where it can scarcely be said manufactures exist; where
the population of the five cities would not make one of the forty
English towns; where the inhabitants of Canadian cities, selected for
illustration, form less than a tenth part of the country population;
while the proportion for England is taken from a city population
exceeding that of the country districts.

Is the average rate assigned to the Upper Canadian cities cor-
rect? It is not. Such a low rate has not been observed, even in the
most healthy portions of the most healthy county in England, and
certainly has not prevailed in any country since the flood.

Montreal, February, 1861.

[To be Continued]


