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For 5 days in early December 1952, 
a deadly cloud surrounded the city 
of London.

A heavy fog was nothing new for Londoners, but this one 
was more dense and longer-lasting than any previous fog. 
It wasn’t any ordinary fog… it was a deep, dark fog. It was 
so thick that getting around the city was very diffi  cult. It 
was so thick that people couldn’t even see their feet on 
the ground. All public transport, apart from the London 
Underground, was stopped and it was far too foggy to 
drive. Even the ambulance service stopped, forcing people 
to make their own way to hospital if they were hurt, sick 
or in need for urgent medical attention. The smog even 
seeped indoors, resulting in cancellation or abandonment 
of concerts and fi lm screenings because people couldn’t 
see. Outdoor sports were cancelled too. Of course… 
nobody could see a thing.

The mystery substance in the air was nicknamed ‘pea 
souper’ because it looked like a thick yellow-y green pea 
soup nobody would ever want to eat… but what was it and 
what caused it?

It was smog.

Smog gets its name from a merging of the words ‘smoke’ 
and ‘fog’. It is a very thick and often yellowish, greenish 
or blackish fog caused by air pollution that contains soot 
particulates and the poisonous gas sulphur dioxide. 

But, what was the cause?

London’s love for coal was the primary cause. 
Used to heat homes, power industry and drive 
railways, coal was the main source 
of energy in the UK in the 1950s, 
supplying around 90% of the 
country’s demand for energy. 

It was December 
and a wintry cold 
snap had gripped 
the English capital for 
weeks, to keep warm 
coal fi replaces were stoked in homes. Because of this 
blistering cold, Londoners began to burn more coal than 
usual to keep their homes warm. There was no wind so 
the fog simply lingered in the air. Many factors combined 
to pollute the air with the lethal cocktail of smog. Smog is 
a type of large-scale outdoor pollution caused by a lot of 
chemical reactions, primarily cars, industrial emissions, 
sewage and human induced emissions. The resulting 
air pollution was trapped by the heavy layer of cold air, 
and the pollutants built up dramatically. Cities are often 
the centre of these types of activities, and London is the 
busiest city of all.

In the following weeks, approximately 12,000 people 
died and tens of thousands more fell ill due to the 
smog’s eff ects on the human respiratory tract. It leads 
to conditions like asthma, pneumonia, emphysema and 
bronchitis. The smog was so thick it reportedly led to 
herds of cattle in Smithfi eld choking to death. 

The Great Smog of 1952 is considered the worst air 
pollution event in the history of the United Kingdom. 
It had a signifi cant impact on our relationship with the 
environment as the seriousness of air pollution became 
undeniable. It led to an increase in environmental 
research, government regulations such as the Clean Air Act 
of 1956 (only four years later), and led to public awareness 
of the relationship between air quality and health. The 
Act established smoke-free areas throughout the city and 
restricted the burning of coal in domestic fi res as well as 
in industrial furnaces. What’s more, homeowners were 
off ered grants that would allow them to switch to diff erent 
heating sources, such as oil, natural gas, and electricity. 

The transition away from coal as the city’s primary heating 
source toward gas, oil and electricity took years, and during 
that time many more deadly fogs occurred due to the 
lasting eff ects of the air pollution. None of them, however, 
were as big as the 1952 Great Smog.

In the present day coal only accounts for 5% of the UK’s 
primary energy supply with plans to eliminate it completely 
by 2025. It is still used as a secondary energy, mainly used 
to create electricity.



Activity: 
Test your knowledge of 
the Great Smog of London
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1. What caused the Great Smog of London?

2. What two words combined to create the word ‘smog’?

  +    = Smog

3. Name two harmful substances contained in smog

1. 

2. 

4. Name two health eff ects of smog

1. 

2. 

5. What year was the Clean Air Act passed?

6. What were some of the results of the Clean Air Act?

7. What percentage of energy was powered by coal in the 1950s compared to today?

1950s   %

Present day   %


