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Privies were diverse.
They were built from several kinds of materials and in different 

shapes and sizes. The variation in privies reflects changes over 
time, differences in the needs of rural- and urban-dwelling 

families, personal preferences, and even social status. 
Whether they were made of wood, brick, or stone, or were 
large or small in size, all privies have two basic features in 
common: an above-ground structure for privacy and a 
below-ground container to collect human waste. 

A WORD ABOUT PRIVIES:
WINDOWS INTO THE PAST 

Homes haven’t always had indoor plumbing. So, what did people do when they had to use the toilet? 
They used a separate building, a privy, otherwise known as an “outhouse” or a “necessary.”  

Empty It…or Move On?  
Faced with a full privy, a family had to make a choice: 
abandon the old privy, or clean it out and reuse it. The 
amount of available land influenced the family’s decision. 

People living in rural areas had a lot of space, and rural 
privies were simply constructed. So, when a rural privy filled 
up, owners were more likely to abandon it. The family dug a 
new pit, moved or tore down the building, and capped the 
old pit with soil to level-up the ground. 

Because people living in towns often lived on small lots, they 
had fewer options. As a result, urban residents often built 
their privies to last longer, and with reuse in mind. To control 
the smell, they dumped ash or lime into their privies. If an 
urban family decided to reuse their privy, though, they had 
to clean it out – a messy, stinky job!  Privies were cleaned out 
at night, which is why people sometimes called the contents 
of a privy nightsoil.   

Right: All privies have the same basic 
features: a small above-ground building 

for privacy, and a below-ground container 
used to collect human waste (urine and feces). 

Left: The simplest privies are small wooden buildings that stand over un-
lined or wood-lined pits. More permanent privies and their below-ground 
pits are built of brick or stone. 

Right: In rural areas, people sometimes constructed 
privies without a pit. These privies were positioned 

over a stream or sinkhole. This circa 1900-1970 privy is 
located on a farmstead in Clay County, Kentucky. 
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Because people used their privies as trash pits, the trash contains information about a privy’s age, 
how long people used it, and if it was cleaned out and reused. A privy can even hold clues about 
the ethnicity or economic status of the people who used it. This information helps archaeologists 
reconstruct the past.

Who knew a toilet could also be a window into the past?  

What Can We Learn from a Privy?  
Archaeologists commonly find privies, especially when their work takes them to cities and towns. 
While privies were important to their former owners for sanitary purposes, privies also are important 
for the information they hold about the past.

Privies contain not only human waste, but 
trash. That is because privies are convenient 
places to throw away food waste, broken 
dishes, bottles, construction debris, and other 
unwanted items. People also can accidentally 
lose things in privies, such as coins, toys, 
buttons, or weapons.  

When a privy is in use, human waste, trash, 
ash, and lime form different layers (or strata). 
The layers can be different colors and textures, 
and can contain different types of materials.  
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Left: Each individual layer (or stratum) represents a different 
period of time or event. The oldest layers are at the bottom and 
more recent layers are at the top. 

Privy pits like this brick-lined example in Louisville (left) produce 
bottles and other items of everyday life (above) that hold 
important historic information.  


