
Chapter 26 

Run away from unpleasant odours 

In this era, at least in developed countries, a standard feature in apartments 

is a flushing toilet, running water and an outlet to the city’s sewage system. 

However, in past generations this was not the case. One had to go out of 

one’s apartment, even in the middle of a cold night, to attend the wants of 

nature. There was no running water in the apartment and one had to draw 

water from an outside well. (Incidentally, according to Rabbi Dovid 

Ribiat’s book on the Laws of Shabbat, people were lenient to allow city 

eruvin, partly in order to enable one to bring water into the apartment on 

Shabbat). The cities had none of the modern sewage plants. In Sana 

Yemen, the sewage went into the streets, a real health hazard! In Venice, 

the sewage goes straight into the canals in the city. 

I recollect the layout of my grandparents’ apartment and shop as it was in 

the first half of the twentieth century.  They lived in an apartment which 

was above their shop. Although there was running water in their apartment, 

there was no toilet there. It was situated in their basement. 

In a book on the Mir Yeshivah when it was situated in Mir, the only indoor 

toilets in Mir were in the yeshivah building. All the other inhabitants of 

Mir did not have running water or toilets in their apartments. Water had to 

be drawn from an outside well and, needless to say, there were no toilets 

in the apartments. 

I am told that when my relations built their apartment in Petach Tiqva in 

the 1920s, they were the first apartment to have an inside toilet, and people 

commented that it was unhealthy! I understand that then there was no city 

sewage system there and therefore people had sewage pits in their gardens 

which were periodically emptied. Later on, a sewage system was built and 

one had to pay the Local Council a large sum of money to be connected to 

it. I recollect in about the 1970s a family there still had a sewage pit in their 

garden which was periodically emptied, since they did not want to pay the 

Local Council in order to be connected up to the City’s central sewage 

plant. 

When apartments were built for the new immigrants from the Arab 

countries in the development town of Netivot in the Negev, toilets were in 

outhouses, and it was only in about the 1960s they were incorporated in the 

apartments themselves.  



I was a member of Mitnachalei Hevron between the years 1968-1971. We 

were situated in the Military Compound in Hevron, which had been built 

by the British. The toilets were of the style of the Third World, namely one 

had to squat to use them. Fortunately, there was running water to flush 

them. However, there was a problem. On many occasions one turned on 

the taps but no water came out, and therefore one had to draw water from 

a well which was situated in the courtyard of the Military Compound. The 

toilets by the Cave of Machpelah were also of this design. It is reported 

that in Manchester England, there are some public facilities with such 

toilets, since immigrants from Third World countries prefer them. 

On one occasion a woman needed to use the Mikveh which had been built 

in the Military Compound for the use of the mitnachalim. However, that 

very night, the taps were dry. I heard that two people had spent hour after 

hour carrying water from the well to the Mikveh until the required height 

of water in the Mikveh had been reached. 

On another occasion the day before erev Yom Kippur, the Mikveh was 

empty and there was no water in the taps. For men, erev Yom Kippur is the 

most popular day in the year for them to use the Mikveh. I therefore went 

to speak to the appropriate military official in the Military Compound. He 

called the Jewish person who job it was to be the interpreter from Hebrew 

to Arabic and vice versa, and he contacted the Hebron Municipality to 

instruct them to turn on the water which they then immediately did. 

The sewage system in Hevron dated back from the times of the Turks and 

the pipes were very narrow which resulted in them clogging up. In addition, 

the water pipes were very old, and it is said that as a result, half the water 

went to waste. 

There was once, an anti-Israel television programme showing on the one 

hand how the Arabs in Hevron had no water, whilst at the same time the 

residents of Kiryat Arba were happily swimming in their swimming pool. 

What was not mentioned was that the water in Kiryat Arba came from a 

different source from that of Hevron’s, and that due to the Turkish era old 

pipes, half the water in Hevron went to waste. 

I  was living in Bet Hadassah at the beginning of the 1980s, which was prior 

to the renovations which began in the mid-1980s. Even at that period there 

were cuts in the water which was supplied by the Hevron Arab 

municipality. In such cases, we ordered tanks of water to fill our tanks. On 

one of the years when I was there, Rosh Hashanah was on Thursday and 



Friday, and needless to add, Shabbat immediately followed. We were 

worried that should the water be cut off during those three days, it would 

be extremely uncomfortable. We therefore asked a Rabbi whether in such 

a case, an Arab could bring along a tank of water. We were told that on 

Rosh Hashanah, but not on Shabbat, an Arab could do so. Fortunately, this 

was not necessary, since the Military Governor instructed the Hebron 

Municipality to ensure that the water was not cut off during these three 

days. 

From what is written above, one can understand why the Shulchan Aruch 

devotes a large number of chapters to what occurred in earlier days with 

regards to the lack of toilet facilities and sewage disposal, and of faeces 

and urine of humans (including babies) and animals, which might well be 

found in a public place, or worse still in a Shul. 

Even today, it has been known for a baby’s soiled diaper to fall off in such 

a place, or for a person’s dog to defecate in the street. A responsible person 

would pick up and dispose of such a diaper, and when taking their dog for 

a walk, take a plastic bag to pick up such faeces. 

Today, almost 100 per cent of apartments have as one (or more) of their 

rooms a toilet, and thus one does not have to run outside the apartment any 

time one needs it. However, a problem could arise during the Festival of 

Sukkot if one’s sukkah is a distance from one’s house and one need’s the 

toilet facilities during the night. It is not tzanua to go outside the sukkah 

into the public area with one’s pyjamas, and so one would have to get 

dressed first. There are in fact discussions between the Rabbis, if one can 

have a chamber pot in the sukkah in order to urinate.  

Strange as it may sound, there are still today many shops in Jerusalem (and 

probably other locations as well) where there is no toilet in the shop. 

Obviously, those working in the shop will need this facility during the 

course of the day, and they therefore have to leave the shop and find a 

nearby toilet. 

It was towards the beginning of the year 2016 that I decided to study in 

depth the Shulchan Aruch on this subject and try and give the scientific 

explanations of the various laws stated there. 

A major part of this research was to understand scientifically how and why 

odours from a particular source reach a person’s nose, and of the intensity 

of the odours. I found several scientific laws which mathematically 

explained this. I summarised this, namely that the intensity of an odour 



depended on the concentration of the odorous parts, and that the further 

one goes from the source of the odour, the lower will be its intensity. 

I found that the unpleasant nature of the odour, or indeed of no odour at all, 

especially in the case of animals, depended on diet. Studies showed that 

the odour of the faeces of animals who were vegetarian was almost absent, 

and as a result, the rules regarding distancing from such faeces when 

davening do not apply. 

The Talmud Yerushalmi speaks about the faeces and urine of a donkey 

who had come in from a journey. To get a scientific explanation, I sent e-

mails to experts on donkeys and received replies giving scientific 

explanations which explained this Yerushalmi. 

I also wrote to a number of experts regarding the odour of pigs’ faeces. 

Some of them were able to give me some information on the subject, 

including referring me to some papers which had been written on the 

subject. 

To understand scientifically why they are no restrictions on davening 

besides dry human faeces, I submitted a question to Wikipedia Reference 

Desk and received an explanation 

As with other research which I have performed, I received a large amount 

of information from the internet, including from the website 

HebrewBooks. I also utilized a number of articles found in encyclopedias 

such as Britannica. However, since in academic circles, Wikipedia 

Encyclopedia is often frowned upon, I therefore utilised scholarly papers 

instead of Wikipedia. 

I discussed at some length the food given to babies today, quoting 

Rabbinical sources and various scientific sources. One source spoke about 

giving babies desiccated steak at the age of 1 -3 weeks old! 

Needless to say, as with all research, I downloaded much material which 

later did not form part of my paper. 

Towards the beginning of 2016, I wrote up this paper in English. Then, due 

to the pressure of other research, I left this paper intending to continue with 

it in the near future! I keep putting this off and it was only in the summer 

of 2019, that I decided that I must finish this paper. I thus searched on my 

computer to find where I had stored it, and when I found it, I was surprised 

to find that I had almost finished the draft paper. There were just a few 

areas which I needed to complete.  



I also had to then put in the footnotes, which is quite a big job! Having 

done that, I made a print out of the draft and then checked it line by line, 

and where necessary put in corrections. 

Recently, I started putting appropriate pictures on my cover page. For 

obvious reasons I could not put pictures of a number of the subjects I had 

discussed in this paper. I was therefore limited to a picture of a baby and 

of some the animals mentioned in the paper. These I found on the internet 

and I copied them onto my cover page electronically, and then carefully 

arranged them there. I should mention that they were in colour which made 

the cover page more attractive. 

As with other things I have written, I then made photocopies of the 

appropriate extracts of the source material. This did not include source 

material from books found almost everywhere, such as Talmud, Shulchan 

Aruch, Mishnah Berurah, etc. 

A pdf was then made combining the cover page, the text of the paper and 

the photocopies of the source material, and it was then put on my website. 
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