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Dirty Times

The American people have an obsession with personal cleanliness; that is why the market for soaps, shampoos, and deodorants is such a good one. No matter what the marketing strategy, such products will always sell. It is not a coincidence that to be clean and well deodorized has become especially desirable since the invention of television. Surely, the last forty or fifty years have been particularly well deodorized because television tells us that being clean and smelling good is desirable.

However, long before television and the mass media, we were a rather dirty bunch of human beings. Today, we take for granted a simple shower or bath with soap and fresh clean water, but in the past keeping clean was not quite so simple. In fact, a clean and deodorized America would be shocked at how seldom our recent ancestors bathed.  After all, people didn't always have deodorant and soap, so sometimes plain water had to suffice (plain water that was not clean in and of itself, to say the least). How did they do it? How did they keep clean in medieval times and in the Victorian Age? They didn't do it very well, and there is an enormous difference between the personal habits of the rich and the poor back in those times. 

Medieval England was a dangerous place to live.  Frances and Joseph Gies explain that often the plague was rampant and the person who was lucky enough to live past childhood usually did not live past the age of forty-five (121). Medieval peasants rarely if ever bathed, and one can only wonder if the spread of the plague and other diseases could have been curbed with the use of a little personal hygiene. Gathering the water was a great deal of work, so unless it was specified for cooking, it was not seen as worth the effort. Gies and Gies tell how a family of five would take their baths about once a month and usually use the same bath water in succession. A barrel with the top removed served as a bathing vessel (93). On a particularly dirty day, say, if a peasant was covered in mud from working in the fields, he or she might wash with some plain water to get rid of the grime (Buehr 134).  Farm animals moved freely in and out of the hovels and slept a matter of a few feet away from the occupants of the home (Howarth 12). When tidying up the house it was normal to sweep up animal dung along with the rest of the dirt on the floor (Gies and Gies 92-93). In towns, some people bathed in public bath houses called "stews." Stews were well known for having open nudity between the sexes, and loose women could frequently be found there (Buehr 134). No wonder there was so much death from disease.

The rich lived slightly differently in medieval times.  Some of the rich saw baths as having medicinal qualities.  King John washed in "sweet green herbs" with "five or six

sponges to sit upon" and rinsed with rosewater (Hassall 210).  A contemporary record of these procedures explains that first one would "boil leaves and herbs" and then
throw them hot into a vessel and put your lord over it and let him endure it for a while. 
. . . Whatever disease, grievance or pain ye be vexed with, this medicine will surely make you whole. (qtd. in Hassall 211)

Apparently the rich had the luxury of using baths as a cure for ills while the poor used them sparingly. Still, rich and poor of medieval times were both afflicted with insects and vermin. It was a rare person who wasn't tormented by lice and fleas (Collis 10). One can only wonder if this was because of the lack of real soap rather than herbs and leaves. Charles Panati reports that soap dates back to the Phoenicians in 600 BC, but soap production "virtually came to a halt" in the Middle Ages when the Christian Church forbade "exposing the flesh, even to bathe" (218).

I'm not sure what happened to "cleanliness is next to godliness," but even before the Church made modesty more important than getting rid of dirt, it was clear that the English society didn't care much for sanitation. The Romans had introduced the concepts of sewage disposal and providing a clean water supply for drinking and bathing to England in 43 AD, but Quennell and Quennell write that 
Incredible as it may sound, no real advance was made for 1400 years; from the early fifth 

century until the beginning of the nineteenth century people were not concerned with Public Health. (88) 

Things did not get much better--at least for the poor
--in Victorian England. Many people think that the Victorians were prudish about their bodies and therefore would not allow themselves to go unwashed. This is only partially true. In Victorian England the well-to-do were the ones who kept stately homes and wore fine clothes.  The wealthy had frequent baths and washed daily with water and soap (Childers 406). A basin was kept in the bedroom and every morning it was filled with fresh water to wash with. When the regular bath was taken, a high-backed tub called a "hip bath" was placed on the bedroom floor over some towels to catch any water that splashed out. The servants carried fresh hot water up in metal cans. The whole process was laborious, but the Victorians enjoyed it a great deal. At this point there were bathrooms, but most wealthy Victorians preferred to bathe in their rooms. The thought of sharing bathing facilities with other family members was repugnant to them (Quennell and Quennell 71).       

The poor were not so lucky in Victorian England.  Since the poorer class accounted for the masses in Victorian England, a great many people lived in filth and muck. According to E. Royston Pike, it was normal for two or three families to live in one room (at a lodging house) and to urinate and defecate in a pail in the center of the room. Beds were always filthy and full of worms and 

insects; people were plagued by lice and fleas (Pike 298-99). The rooms in the lodging houses were usually unventilated and waterless. Everyone in London used the River Thames, both as the source of drinking and washing water and as the place to dispose of garbage and sewage. The Crossness Pumping Station website describes the water system, which dates back to the 1660s, when the London population was small enough that the river could handle the pollution. However, by 1810, there were one million Londoners and major problems with disease and pollution. In 1849, medical reports explained how leaking pipes released contaminated water into the London reservoir; thus a whole neighborhood could be contaminated by water containing raw sewage (qtd. in Pike 306). Sometimes water lines would run through cemeteries and pick up decomposing animal matter (Pike 281). When the people did bathe, either the water was black with dirt and sewage or dripped sparingly from a pipe that a whole village waited in line to use (Pike 79). Ironically, the lodging houses would not admit people unless they had cleaned their feet (Pike 298).

It is entirely possible that the obsession with cleanliness that we know today stems from the modern knowledge that filth breeds disease. However, I think that this knowledge has evolved into neuroticism. It is not enough to be thin and beautiful or rich and handsome. One must be fresh and clean too. That brings to mind a commercial for a deodorant that I saw just recently. A 

young woman ruminates on how gross it is when she gets really close and a guy smells bad. I think this is why 

the producers of that deodorant make so much money; they shame us into buying their product. The poet Galway Kinnell calls advertisers "anti-prostitutes" because they "loathe human flesh for money" (43).

Still, when I walk into a store or a classroom and my nose is invaded by the stench of someone's body odor, I cannot help but wonder if he or she has seen that commercial or passed by the deodorant aisle of the supermarket lately. It occurs to me that television has gotten me too. Perhaps if I were back in Victorian or medieval times, I wouldn't care so much about that person's body odor; but then again, neither of us would have much choice. 
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