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We began the tour by looking at the building from the outside to see its position on the street and the 
main architectural features. The building was completed in 1929 and opened by the then Prince of 
Wales, later to be Edward VIII.  The land was part of the Duke of Bedford’s Bloomsbury estate and the 
main funding (£2million) for the build came from the Rockefeller Foundation in 1924, together with 
other fund raisers. Neville Chamberlain, then Minister for Health, laid the foundation stone in 1926. The 
building is constructed from Portland stone in the Art Deco style. Damage to one sixth of the building 
during the Second World War required extensive rebuilding in the 1950s. 
 
The main entrance in Keppel Street has the crest of the School above it: a carving of Apollo (god of 
medicine) and his twin sister Artemis (goddess of hunting). The first floor balconies are decorated with 
gilded bronze insects and animals involved in transmitting disease. Above these are carved the names of 
23 pioneers of public health and tropical medicine. No female names are represented, not even Florence 
Nightingale, who was suggested but not accepted as her name was thought to be too long … even 
though a male name with a similar number of letters was included!  This is soon to be rectified when the 
current renovations to the front entrance are completed and three women will have their carved names 
added: Florence Nightingale (nursing and statistics), Marie Curie (twice Nobel Prize winner) and Alice 
Ball (leprosy treatment). 
We saw mock-ups of these carved names in the public display inside the main atrium, which shows 
artefacts depicting the history of the School and key events and people over the years. 
 
The origins of the School began with the realisation that seafarers returning to the docks in London were 
carrying and dying from various tropical illnesses they had contracted while abroad. Initially they were 
treated aboard hospital ships in the nineteenth century, and then in a building in the Albert Docks in the 
1920s. There was little knowledge about these diseases and how to treat them until Patrick (later Sir 
Patrick) Manson, a doctor working in the seamen’s hospitals, set up a training school for medical staff 
travelling abroad in the 1890s – the School of Tropical Medicine. Three-month long courses were run, 
three times a year, with 1900 people recorded as attending – including 4 women. Public health was later 
added to the School’s remit and ‘Hygiene’ to its name.  Unfortunately there was rivalry between 
Manson and Sir Ronald Ross, who was also researching into mosquito-carried diseases such as filariasis 
and malaria. Ross’s work earned him a Nobel Prize in 1902; Manson was nominated but did not receive 
an award. 
   
October 2 2019 marks the 120th anniversary of the LSHTM’s foundation by Manson in 1899. To mark this 
throughout the year, the School is celebrating 120 years of health innovation and there are related 
exhibits in the main foyer. These focus on HIV, smoking and lung cancer, the use of randomised control 
studies, malaria and Ebola – see www.lshtm.ac.uk/research/research-action/lshtm-120 
 
On the tour of the building we were taken around the corridors, staircases and working spaces and into 
the Library and archive office.  These have wonderful Art Deco features, simple but elegant in design. 
Some modern upgrades have been carried out in the building to maximise the use of the spaces. On the 
second floor is a new lecture theatre named for John Snow, who is known as the ‘father of modern 
epidemiology’ because of his breakthrough in recognising that cholera was transmitted by water, rather 
than by the miasma or ‘bad air’. He mapped a cholera outbreak in Soho in 1854 and traced it to a single 
water pump. A replica of the pump has been placed outside the lecture theatre and the School’s 
archives have a copy of his mapping of the outbreak. The archives hold other fascinating records such as 
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photographs of past students and research diaries and we were also shown some of the nutrition recipe 
leaflets issued by the Ministry of Food during the Second World War. 
 
Other modern areas of the School continue the theme of reflecting the School’s past, with waved oak 
wall panels representing its maritime origin, leading to a new North Courtyard (2004). This houses 
research offices and break-out spaces. The area was opened by Archbishop Desmond Tutu. The South 
Courtyard development was opened by HRH The Princess Royal in 2008. 
 
The School continues to contribute to the fight against tropical diseases. They have teams which can be 
sent out within 24 hours to go to parts of the world where disease outbreaks occur, for example Ebola in 
2014. They bring expertise and staff resources to help control the spread of illnesses and treat those 
affected as part of the UK Public Health Rapid Support Team.  Research and training is ongoing, with 
subject such as Ebola, maternal health, alcohol units and other studies available as online or in house 
courses. 
 
What an incredible place! 
 


