
Filthy, Smelly Middles Ages

Introduction

In the depths of history, where the stench of the past 

still lingers, lies a realm known as the Middle Ages—a 

period  shrouded  in  mystery,  intrigue,  and  an 

abundance  of  filth.  Prepare  to  embark  on a  journey 

through  this  fascinating  era,  where  hygiene  was  a 

luxury, disease ran rampant, and life was often short 

and brutal.

Step back in time and immerse yourself in the sights, 

sounds,  and  smells  of  medieval  towns  and  cities. 

Imagine  cobblestone  streets  overflowing  with  refuse, 

open sewers releasing a symphony of foul odors, and 

the pungent aroma of unwashed bodies filling the air. 

Discover  the  challenges  faced by medieval  people  as 

they  navigated  a  world  without  modern  sanitation, 
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where bathing was considered dangerous and personal 

hygiene was an afterthought.

Explore the lives of the peasantry, toiling in fields and 

living  in  squalid  conditions,  and  contrast  their 

existence with the lifestyles of the wealthy aristocracy, 

who indulged in elaborate feasts and exotic spices to 

mask  the  stench  of  their  surroundings.  Witness  the 

horrors  of  medieval  medicine,  where  leeches, 

bloodletting,  and  other  harmful  practices  were 

commonplace,  and  where  superstition  and  religion 

held sway over scientific knowledge.

Delve into the peculiar pleasures of the medieval table, 

where  strange  and  wonderful  ingredients  were 

combined to create dishes that were both delicious and 

nutritious,  albeit  not  always  easy  on  the  stomach. 

Uncover  the  perils  of  medieval  travel,  where 

treacherous  roads,  lurking  bandits,  and  the  ever-

present threat of disease made every journey a gamble.
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Unravel the dark secrets of medieval castles, fortresses 

that  were  both  symbols  of  power  and  bastions  of 

discomfort, where overcrowding, poor sanitation, and 

the  constant  threat  of  attack  made  daily  life  a 

precarious affair. Experience the trials and tribulations 

of medieval monks and nuns, who dedicated their lives 

to  God  in  communities  that  were  often  hotbeds  of 

intrigue and scandal.

Prepare  to  be  captivated  by  the  tales  of  medieval 

knights, paragons of chivalry and brutality, who fought 

valiantly  in  tournaments  and  waged  bloody  wars, 

leaving a trail of destruction in their wake. Explore the 

bustling  streets  of  medieval  cities,  where  merchants, 

artisans,  and laborers  rubbed shoulders  in a  vibrant 

tapestry of commerce and culture, while poverty and 

disease lurked in the shadows.

So, dear reader, brace yourself for a journey through 

time, to an era where life was often nasty, brutish, and 

short. Discover the hidden stories of the Middle Ages, 
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where the stench of filth and the splendor of chivalry 

intertwined to create a world that was both fascinating 

and  repulsive.  Immerse  yourself  in  the  Middle  Ages 

and prepare to  be amazed,  disgusted,  and ultimately 

enlightened  by  the  resilience  and  ingenuity  of  the 

human spirit in the face of adversity.
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Book Description

Prepare to  embark on a captivating journey through 

the tumultuous and aromatic world of the Middle Ages, 

a time when life was both enchanting and revolting. 

"Filthy, Smelly Middles Ages" transports you to an era 

where  hygiene  was  a  distant  dream,  disease  was 

rampant, and the stench of everyday life was a pungent 

reminder of mortality.

Step into  the  bustling  streets  of  medieval  towns and 

cities, where the air is thick with the smell of rotting 

garbage, human waste, and the pungent aroma of open 

sewers. Witness the stark contrast between the opulent 

lifestyles of the wealthy aristocracy,  who indulged in 

elaborate feasts and exotic spices to mask the stench of 

their surroundings, and the squalid conditions endured 

by  the  peasantry,  who  toiled  in  fields  and  lived  in 

hovels filled with filth and vermin.
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Discover the peculiar customs and beliefs that shaped 

medieval society. From the bizarre medieval remedies 

and harmful medical practices to the superstitions and 

religious rituals that influenced every aspect of life, this 

book unveils the fascinating and often absurd world of 

medieval medicine, religion, and culture.

Explore  the  dark  and  mysterious  world  of  medieval 

castles, fortresses that were both symbols of power and 

bastions  of  discomfort.  Uncover  the  secrets  hidden 

within these stone walls, from the lavish chambers of 

the  lords  and  ladies  to  the  cramped  and  unsanitary 

living  quarters  of  the  servants.  Experience  the  trials 

and  tribulations  of  medieval  knights,  noble  warriors 

who fought valiantly in tournaments and waged bloody 

wars, leaving a trail of destruction in their wake.

Delve  into  the  vibrant  tapestry  of  medieval  cities, 

where  merchants,  artisans,  and  laborers  rubbed 

shoulders  in  a  bustling  marketplace.  Discover  the 

hidden  corners  and  alleyways,  where  poverty  and 

6



disease lurked amidst the grandeur of cathedrals and 

guildhalls. Meet the colorful characters who inhabited 

these  cities,  from  the  pious  monks  and  nuns  to  the 

cunning thieves and vagabonds.

"Filthy,  Smelly  Middles  Ages"  is  a  captivating 

exploration  of  a  fascinating  and  unforgettable  era. 

Through  vivid  storytelling  and  meticulous  research, 

this book brings the Middle Ages to life, revealing the 

beauty, the horror, and the sheer strangeness of a time 

long past.  Immerse yourself in this rich and complex 

world  and  prepare  to  be  amazed,  disgusted,  and 

ultimately enlightened by the resilience and ingenuity 

of the human spirit in the face of adversity.
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Chapter 1: The Smell of the Times

The stench of medieval towns and cities

Medieval towns and cities were a far cry from the clean 

and  sanitary  environments  we  are  accustomed  to 

today. The streets were unpaved and filled with refuse, 

creating a breeding ground for disease and a pungent 

stench  that  permeated  the  air.  Open  sewers  flowed 

through the streets, carrying waste and sewage directly 

into rivers and canals, further contaminating the water 

supply.

The  lack  of  proper  sanitation  and  hygiene  practices 

only compounded the problem. People rarely bathed, 

and when they did,  it  was often in public baths that 

were  not  exactly  known for  their  cleanliness.  Waste 

was often dumped directly into the streets or in nearby 

fields, attracting swarms of flies and other pests.  The 

combination  of  rotting  garbage,  human  waste,  and 
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stagnant water created a suffocating miasma that hung 

over medieval towns and cities like a dark cloud.

The stench of medieval towns was not just a nuisance; 

it was a serious health hazard. The air was thick with 

bacteria  and  other  pathogens,  leading  to  a  high 

incidence of  disease.  Cholera,  dysentery,  and typhoid 

were  common,  as  were  respiratory  infections  like 

pneumonia and tuberculosis.  The lack of clean water 

also contributed to the spread of waterborne diseases, 

such as diarrhea and hepatitis.

The  wealthy  and  powerful  were  not  immune  to  the 

stench and squalor of medieval towns and cities. While 

they may have lived in more spacious and luxurious 

homes, they were still exposed to the same unsanitary 

conditions as everyone else. Even castles, which were 

often considered symbols of power and prestige, were 

not immune to the stench of the times. With hundreds 

of people living in close quarters, and with little in the 
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way of sanitation, castles could be just as foul-smelling 

as any other medieval dwelling.

The stench of medieval towns and cities was a constant 

reminder  of  the  fragility  of  life  in  the  Middle  Ages. 

Disease was rampant, and death was never far away. 

The stench of death itself was a common occurrence, as 

bodies were often left unburied for days or even weeks. 

This only added to the already overwhelming stench of 

medieval life.
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Chapter 1: The Smell of the Times

The challenges of personal hygiene

In the Middle Ages, personal hygiene was a challenge 

for people of all social classes. Bathing was considered 

dangerous and unhealthy, and most people bathed only 

a  few  times  a  year.  Instead,  people  relied  on  other 

methods  to  clean  themselves,  such  as  wiping  their 

bodies  with  cloths  or  using  scented  powders  and 

perfumes to mask body odor.

The lack of bathing led to a number of health problems, 

including skin infections and lice. People also suffered 

from bad breath and tooth  decay due to  the  lack  of 

dental care. In addition, the streets of medieval towns 

and cities were often filled with garbage and human 

waste,  which  further  contributed  to  the  spread  of 

disease.

The wealthy could afford to bathe more often than the 

poor, and they also had access to better quality soap 
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and  other  hygiene  products.  However,  even  the 

wealthy faced challenges in maintaining good hygiene. 

For  example,  soap  was  often  made  with  harsh 

ingredients that could irritate the skin, and it was not 

always easy to find clean water.

The challenges of personal hygiene in the Middle Ages 

were a major factor in the spread of disease. Diseases 

such  as  the  plague  and  smallpox  were  easily 

transmitted through contact with contaminated objects 

or  people.  As  a  result,  life  expectancy  in  the  Middle 

Ages was short,  and many people died from diseases 

that could have been prevented with proper hygiene.

Despite  the  challenges,  there  were  some  signs  of 

progress in personal hygiene during the Middle Ages. 

In the 12th century, public bathhouses began to appear 

in some cities, and these provided people with a place 

to bathe regularly. In addition, the development of new 

soap-making techniques led to the production of milder 

and  more  effective  soaps.  These  advances  helped  to 
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improve hygiene and reduce the spread of disease, but 

it was not until the 19th century that personal hygiene 

became a widespread practice.

13



Chapter 1: The Smell of the Times

The  use  of  herbs  and  spices  to  mask  bad 

smells

In  the  Middle  Ages,  the  stench  of  everyday  life  was 

overwhelming.  From  the  streets  overflowing  with 

refuse to the unwashed bodies of the peasantry, the air 

was thick with a pungent odor that was impossible to 

escape.  In  an  era  where  bathing  was  considered 

dangerous and personal hygiene was an afterthought, 

people relied on herbs and spices to mask the stench of 

their surroundings.

One of the most common ways to combat bad smells 

was to burn aromatic herbs and spices. Frankincense, 

myrrh,  and juniper  berries  were  popular  choices,  as 

they produced a thick smoke that could help to purify 

the  air.  These  incense  burners  were  often  placed  in 

homes, churches, and other public spaces to help mask 

the unpleasant odors.

14



Another  way  to  use  herbs  and  spices  to  mask  bad 

smells was to carry them around in small  sachets or 

pomanders. These were typically made from a mixture 

of  dried  herbs,  spices,  and  flowers,  and  were  often 

carried  in  a  pocket  or  hung from a  belt.  The  strong 

scent of the herbs and spices would help to mask the 

smell of sweat and other body odors.

Herbs and spices were also used in a variety of other 

ways  to  mask  bad  smells.  They  were  added  to 

bathwater,  used  to  make  scented  oils  and  perfumes, 

and  even  used  to  clean  clothes.  In  a  world  where 

bathing was infrequent and sanitation was poor, herbs 

and spices  were essential  for  maintaining a sense of 

personal hygiene.

In  addition  to  masking  bad smells,  herbs  and spices 

were also believed to have medicinal properties. Many 

people carried around small bags of herbs and spices, 

known as "apothecary bags," which they would use to 

treat a variety of ailments.  For example,  cloves were 
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believed  to  be  effective  against  toothaches,  while 

rosemary was thought to help with headaches.

The use of herbs and spices to mask bad smells was a 

common practice in the Middle Ages. In a world where 

hygiene  was  poor  and  sanitation  was  lacking,  herbs 

and spices  were essential  for  maintaining a sense of 

personal hygiene and well-being.
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This extract presents the opening three 

sections of the first chapter.

Discover the complete 10 chapters and 

50  sections  by  purchasing  the  book, 

now available in various formats.
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This extract presents the opening three 

sections of the first chapter.

Discover the complete 10 chapters and 

50  sections  by  purchasing  the  book, 

now available in various formats.
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