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But the local leaders found that although waste disposal locations were estab­

lished, individual practices needed to be further controlled. Residents often dumped 

their waste before actually reaching the disposal location. Because the disposal areas 

were outside of the town walls, just beyond a gate, it was easy for residents to drop 

waste just outside of the gate instead of going to the disposal place. In order to rec­

tify this sitation, the Coventry council added the task of inspecting the gate areas for 

waste disposal and having any waste removed within the duties of the duties of the 

sub-bailiff. 62 The butchers' waste disposal practices at the Poodycroft Pit also caught 

the eye of the council, which in 1474 ordered: "That the dryver of the Bochours Carre 

frohensfurth throwe his intrelles and other stuffe that he carieth in myddes of the 

pitte & not be the sides."63 The councils even regulated which types of waste were 

permissible at what locations. For example, Coventry's council forbade the disposal 

of stones, construction material or other filth at the Greyfriar location and specified 

that only dung or muck was to be placed there, so that it could be used by local farm­

ers as manure.64 In 1550, York's mayor issued a statement that any person could take 

dung from the town's multiple dunghills free of charge for manuring fields. 65 It was 

not enough to designate waste disposal locations. The town councils had to legislate 

the types of wastes that went into the areas and had to develop new responsibilities 

for oversight of waste disposal. The town governments employed both legislative 

and practical measures in tandem to manage their urban environments. 

Conclusion: "Clenely Kept and Wekely Sweped" 
Living in an urban setting comes with a price. Waste disposal in these crowded set­

tings often becomes a problem. In the late medieval towns of York and Coventry, the 

town councils recognised and attempted to address their waste dilemmas for the 

betterment of the urban population at large. Individual inhabitants sometimes saw 

disposal in rivers and streets as a convenient solution to their own problems. But the 

62. Coventry Leet Book. 2A25' '"And that he overlook that no dung shall be put at the gates of the city. especially at Grey!riar 
Gate, but that it may be removed as often as it is necessary at the chamberlains' cost." 

63. Coventry Leet Book, 2,389, 

64. Coventry Leet Book, 3,804, A complaint made in 1480 by the Prior of the cathedral church tells us that this "pure' dung 
was used by Coventry-area farmers: "Where of Late tyme they leyde ther nothyng but swepyng of their houses, which was 
carryed a-wey be men of the Contrey to donge their Londe; and now be-cause they Ley there her Ramell therwilL no man 
Carry a-wey there as they were wont to dOD, and so hit encreseth dayly more & more to the hyndraunce & grete hurt of 

the seid Pr io uc" [Coventry Leet Book, 2,4471 . 

65. York Civic Records, 5:48. 
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local government had to take into account all of the users of the rivers and streets. 

Rivers and streets had to be seen as two parts of the same environmental issue be­

cause waste disposal in upstream gutters caused downstream river blockage. The 

town councils therefore developed legal and physical solutions to waste disposal. 

The councils forbade certain disposal practices and mandated others. They created 

urban services and appointed officers to monitor citizen behaviour. 

The evidence from the urban records reveals that when individuals violated com­

mon waste disposal norms, the issue was addressed by the civic authorities. In con­

trast to the approach of Zupko and Laures, this article presents those instances as 

positive signs of urban sanitation. If the inhabitants normally accepted wastes piled 

up in their streets, they would not have complained about it. Although there are mul­

tiple complaints in the records, we must remember that these are spaced out over 

extended time periods. For example, we saw that Coventry's council banned waste 

disposal in the river nine times between 1421 and 1475. This is a fifty-year span and it 

should not surprise us that there were a few violators of sanitary regulations during 

that time. Although the council made a general statement about the issue each time 

and did not name particular perpetrators, we should not assume that the problem 

was widespread. The waste accumulation was obviously noticed, but that does not 

mean that the river had become completely filled with trash. The fact that both cit­

ies provided waste-cart services and appointed officials to monitor waste disposal 

practices and present violators indicates that the authorities made good-faith efforts 

to maintain a clean urban environment. 

Waste is one of those problems which do not simply go away. Dealing with it re­

quires a combination of harnessing the environmental resources at a city's disposal, 

creating a legislative framework within which citizens mustlive, and initiatives to 

oversee and address the practical aspects of waste disposal. By better understanding 

how late medieval communities both perceived of waste and addressed it as an envi­

ronmental problem in a non-industrial setting, we may be able to better understand 

the growing waste dilemmas of communities in developing countries only now en­

tering the urban phase. 
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