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Medieval
Woodcut 

 Chamber Pot to Gutter 
Waste Disposal System

Rats, Pigs

Black Death 



England:  ∼~1850

Sewers - Old English word for ‘Seaward’

Cesspit beneath floors; overflow to streets
London (1810): 200,000 cesspits/ 1 million

Windows sealed against ‘Night Air’, miasma
 a mix of coal smoke and sulfurous fog

Asphyxiation common due to hydrogen sulfide
 and oxygen deficiency; methane explosions

Reclaimed ‘Night Soil’ used as crop fertilizer;
 small children harvested cesspit wastes



Edwin Chadwick 1800-1850
Report of the Poor Law Commissioners on an 

Inquiry into the Sanitary Condition of the Labouring 
Population of Great Britain, 1842:

advocated small pipe (sanitary) sewers;
separate systems for wastewater removal

“--the rain to the river and 
the sewage to the soil”



Waste Disposal to 1850

   Chamber Pots into Street Gutters

Cesspits, Cesspools under Houses:

   Seepage, Overflow to Streets

Pit Privies and Soil Absorption



Sewage Farming 
1840 - 1890

Broad Irrigation to Fields:
 

Poor Law Commissioners of England                 
1842

State Insane Asylum, Augusta, Maine                 
1875 

    (abandoned: resulted in clogged, stinky soils)

    Western (arid) U.S.      1890

    Peas, beans, tomatoes, corn, cabbage, alfalfa, fruit, ...

   U.S. Sewage Farming ended ∼1930   
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Meanwhile, in the former colonies, …

… the rapid westward U.S. expansion led to increasingly sophisticated 
methods of Outhouse construction.

… technology for the Dunny, thunderbox, long drop, Biffy, Kybo*, backhouse, 
outbuilding, privy, a.k.a., Outhouse, was in its ascendency.

 “When you are sleepy and it's time to go peepee there's a place to go... kybo
    When you are droopy and it's time to go poopy there's a place to go... kybo
    Just listen to the rhythm of the froggies in the toilet,
    Even though it's smelly I am sure you will enjoy it
    The lights are not on in there, but you forget all your worries,
    Forget all your cares … in the kybo
    Is not it fun to go... kybo”      (to ‘Downtown’)



Charles (Chic) Sales

documents the 
emergence of 

The Specialist
 (1929) 

‘… dig her deep and 
dig her wide...’



 Earth-Pit Privy

 Design Criteria:

6 feet deep

50 cubic ft.

‘.. lean-to roof has two less corners for 
the wasps to build their nests in..’ 



 Two-Storied
Outhouse

for two-storied houses
with two families

Design Capacity, Per Person
feces: 0.2 kg /day
urine:  1 liter /day

Unflattering metaphor for 
President Reagan’s 
‘trickle down’ theory



Washington, Indiana, 1914
Privy is 8’ from well & 10’ from kitchen.

Spring rains eroded deep hole around well
which was then used for disposal of rubbish



 Sears Catalogs, 
Rags, Newspapers & 

Corn Cobs

 packaged toilet paper, 
first introduced in 1857, 

sold poorly.

Scott paper on a roll
succeeded in 1890.

2000: 150 rolls/yr,
$40 / person

scented, recyclable
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Southeast Missouri Farms Project

Southeast Missouri Farms Project              
1938

laborers construct, load outhouses for delivery to Missouri homesteads



Privy with a View
On August 29, 2007, the highest 
outhouse in the continental U.S., atop 
Mount Whitney, was removed. Two 
other outhouses, in the Inyo National 
Forest, were closed due to the 
expense and danger involved in 
transporting out large sewage drums 
via helicopter.



Alaska 2010
Outhouse Capital

of the United States

 

   Wasilla, Alaska Outhouse

“Ventilation? 

Every Outhouse in Alaska has 
bullet holes ...”



New Zealand 2004 - Loo with a View





…shouldn’t throw stones at people who build glass outhouses

The U.S. National 
Park Service once 
built an outhouse 

that cost over 
$333,000.



U.S. Population
becomes Urban

 1910:  92 million
38% sewered
89% untreated

1968: 197 million
70% sewered
89%   treated



How quickly we forget!

 2001: Enlightening
The Trekker 

Dig a Hole

Plastic Bag as Chamber Pot

 Don’t Use the Flora
 

Pack out the Paper


