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INTRODUCTION
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Hello, dear reader. You’re in for a treat! Why? Because this book is simply drip, drip, dripping with stories about wee, snot and slime.


These slippery substances that our bodies produce have changed the destiny of cities, controlled nations and shaped history.


Slimy snot and pungent pus are a big part of the plagues and pandemics that have changed the populations of the world. Wee has been used by humans throughout history for all sorts of things – good and bad!


Our incredible bodies are made up of millions of cells sloshing about in lots of fluid. It’s no wonder they can get a bit sticky and icky sometimes! As a historian and a doctor, I love telling people about the AMAZING things that the human body can do and the stinky stories through time that go along with this.


So let’s dive in and take a closer look at the putrid pus and fetid fluids that have caused us so much trouble in the past. From the ancient Greeks and Romans to the Victorians, French kings, First World War soldiers and more – you won’t be able to move for stinky and slippery stories about the smelliest corners of history.









CHAPTER ONE: THE WONDERFUL WORLD OF WEE


Want to read all about wee? Well, UR IN luck! (That was ‘ur in’ as in ‘urine’, by the way. Get it? Oh, my jokes are wasted on you!)


Urine, also known as wee, is the yellowish liquid we let out when we go to the toilet. It mostly contains water, but there’s also a little sprinkling of a substance called urea in there. Urea comes from the breaking down of old proteins and minerals and salts that the body wants to get rid of.


SEE YA LATER, UREA – DIDN’T LIKE YOU ANYWAY!


Urine is made in the kidneys. We have two of those, and inside both of them are hundreds of tiny filters. Their job is to filter blood as it comes through, keeping the stuff the body needs, and getting rid of what it doesn’t. Waste goes off to an organ called the bladder where it is stored, waiting to be peed out. When the bladder gets full up, it tells the brain we need to go to the toilet. If we can’t find a toilet, we start doing the wee-wee dance and cross our legs to stop us peeing before we can find somewhere to go!


Although it can be stinky, it’s such a shame that we flush wee away down the drain, because it can be used for all sorts of useful things. In the past, some doctors would even sniff it and taste it to see if people were sick – GROSS! They could tell so much from our WEE. History was FULL OF IT!



HIPPOCRATES – THE FATHER OF MEDICINE


One of those funny doctors sniffing and tasting wee was Hippocrates. Hippocrates was a physician who was born 2,500 years ago on the Greek island of Kos*. He is known as the father of medicine because for hundreds of years after his death, his teachings – which were written down in something called the Hippocratic Corpus – were widely shared and used to heal the sick.


He also had a special oath named after him, called the Hippocratic Oath, which doctors say when they graduate from medical school. They swear to do their best to help people and try not to do any harm. If you want to become a doctor, you might have to say the Hippocratic Oath too. I did!


Hippocrates might be the father of medicine, but he did some odd things, like tasting WEE. He reckoned he could tell if someone was sick, and sometimes what their illness was, simply by having a good old sniff and mouthful of their urine. Rather him than me!
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The unbelievable thing is that he wasn’t wrong! One thing he could spot was a condition called diabetes. People with diabetes can have very sweet urine, because sugar leaks out of their bodies and into their wee. Now we have lab tests to check the contents of our urine, but Hippocrates didn’t have those. So having a drink worked for him. I wonder if he used a straw to slurp it up?


Thank goodness wee doctors don’t livestream their work. We don’t want to see that! Now, after all this you might be tempted to be like the great Hippocrates and taste your wee. That’s not a good idea, so DEFINITELY DO NOT TRY THIS AT HOME!




WHY DO PTERODACTYLS NOT MAKE A NOISE IN THE BATHROOM?


BECAUSE THEIR P IS SILENT!





Hippocrates believed that the body contained four liquids called the humours. These were blood, phlegm, black bile and yellow bile. Phlegm is a type of mucus, just like snot, that’s made in the lungs. Black bile was a liquid thought to be made in an organ called the spleen, and yellow bile comes from an organ called the gall bladder. (They might be called the humours, but they don’t sound very funny to me!)


He believed that people’s personalities could be down to them having more of one of the humours than the others. For example, someone with lots of blood was ‘sanguine’. That meant they were active and chatty!


Someone who was full of black bile would always be down in the dumps. Poor them. I would be down in the dumps if I was full of black bile!


Hippocrates believed that diseases made the humours go out of balance. The way to treat disease, then, was to find ways to balance the humours again. It might sound like it makes sense, but sadly it does not!




DID YOU KNOW?


If your wee is really dark, then you could be dehydrated and you might need to drink more water!


If your urine is very light in colour, then you could be drinking too much, which is a problem because it can dilute important salts that your body needs. If your wee is a funny colour, it could be a sign that you are not very well.








WHO HAD PURPLE PEE?


A couple of thousand years after Hippocrates, in Britain, King George III (1738–1820) was sitting on the throne. (Not the toilet – the actual throne!) Poor George wasn’t a well man, and his problems came and went for many years. Sometimes he was so confused he didn’t know who anyone was. He even talked to trees and ran around in his nightclothes at night. Nobody knew what caused the king to be so sick, but he was given all the treatments they could think of that might balance his humours: bleeding, cupping, blistering, vomiting and purging.


Nothing helped, though (I told you it didn’t make sense), and in 1811, King George III’s mental health problems got so bad that his son (who was also called George) had to take over in his place. When this happens, it’s called being a regent, so this time period became known as the Regency.



A NEW THEORY


But back to wee! Fast forward to 1969, and a mother-and-son team of investigators announced that they had a theory about why King George III had the problems that he had. They thought that he may have been suffering from a disease known as porphyria. Porphyria can cause many of the symptoms that the king suffered from – confusion, tummy pains, muscle pains and joint pains. But it also makes your wee a purple-blue colour – and that’s what King George had too!


The word porphyria comes from a Greek word meaning purple, and it’s a rare genetic condition passed down through families. What happens is that the oxygen-carrying part of the red blood cells isn’t made properly, and little chemicals called porphyrins build up in the organs, causing all sorts of trouble. However, it’s now thought that this is not what was happening at all. Historians have had a fresh look at the evidence (not at King George III’s urine – that went down the drain years ago) and they’ve read his letters too. Nowadays, people think that he had another condition called bipolar disorder and his urine was purple-blue because of medications he was given. If new evidence comes to light, they may even change their minds again, but they’ll never be able to have a close look at his wee. (Which might be for the best!)





ROMAN WEE


As well as tasting it and using it to check for illness, wee can be collected and used for good (and not so good) purposes. The ancient Romans knew all about this. They didn’t just flush their urine down their communal toilets. They often put it to good use, sometimes on – or IN – their own bodies.
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One of wee’s uses was to whiten teeth! The Celtiberian people of Spain did this, and the Romans thought it was disgusting – but actually, it worked! This is because wee contains a chemical called ammonia, which can be used as a type of bleaching agent (meaning it would take the stains off the teeth). The Celtiberians must have seen that when urine splashed on other things, it turned them white, so apparently they used to swill it around their mouths like mouthwash to make their teeth white, too. GROSS!
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Many cultures have also used wee as a medicine. They wiped it on wounds, rubbed it on to skin conditions and gargled it round their mouths to help with toothache. I suppose drinking a cup of nice warm urine sure would make you think less about the pain in your teeth for a moment – but I wouldn’t try it if I were you!


Wee was also collected in the Roman Empire for many processes. Even the Emperor Vespasian noticed all the wee being used, and when he was running out of money, he introduced a tax on the collection of it. He made everyone pay to collect PEE!


When Vespasian’s son, Titus, criticised the tax for being disgusting, coming from urine, Vespasian held a coin from the tax revenue to Titus’s nose and asked if the smell offended him. When Titus said it did not, Vespasian replied, ‘Pecunia non olet’, meaning ‘money does not stink’. He was telling his son not to criticise where his money came from if he liked spending it! This phrase has since become a famous Latin saying.


OTHER USES


Wee wasn’t just used for medicines or getting sparkly white teeth, though. It was also used in manufacturing processes all over the world throughout history, mostly helping to fix dyes into textiles and leather. Wee was also used for making clothes, in a process called fulling.


Fulling, also called tucking, is a step in woollen cloth-making. The ammonia in wee acts as a cleansing agent, taking away the oils and dirt and also helping to ‘felt’ the fibres together.


Wee would be collected from chamber pots or public urinals. It was then left for a while and allowed to go stale, which increased the concentration of ammonia in it. I bet that was smelly! The cloth would be soaked in the vats of stale urine and then trodden underfoot or rocked about to achieve thorough cleaning. This process not only cleaned the wool but also improved its texture and thickness.


Fulling is an ancient process. The Roman historian Pliny the Elder (who we will meet again later) wrote about it, and it was used for centuries to clean and dye wool.
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In Scotland, fulling was known as ‘waulking’. It was traditionally done by women. They would sing ‘waulking songs’ to keep a rhythm while working together, making the laborious task more bearable. The folk songs would be passed down through generations and are an important part of Scottish culture. Getting together for waulking and singing songs and telling stories, while rubbing WEE into wool, was good for everyone because being sociable lifted their spirits, even if they were up to their knees in wee-covered wool.
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In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the fulling process was carried over to America by European settlers. Fulling mills were established in American colonies, such as the one in Ipswich, Massachusetts, in 1643. These mills were important for the young wool industry in America, helping colonies become more self-reliant, as they were able to make their own wool and not rely on import from elsewhere.


Wee wasn’t just used to make textiles – it was also used for tanning skins to make leather from the hides of animals. This was a process used for centuries across the world but was particularly important during the Renaissance in Italy, when high quality leather goods were produced. They were highly prized across Europe. Artisans in the leather districts, such as the Santa Croce area of Florence, used A LOT of urine in their tanning process.


The word Renaissance means ‘rebirth’. It was like the world woke up from a long sleep and started to get excited about art, science and learning again. It is remembered through the work of artists like Leonardo da Vinci, Michelangelo and Raphael, in incredible architecture, and through exciting inventions like Galileo’s telescope and Gutenberg’s printing press. Those with money paid high prices for good materials, and they didn’t mind that their leather goods had been made using WEE. Maybe they just didn’t know!


Wee has been super helpful through time, but it wasn’t always used to do good.




WHAT DID THE DAD SAY TO HIS SON WHEN HE MISSED THE TOILET TRYING TO PEE?


URINE TROUBLE, YOUNG MAN!





WHEN THE GUNPOWDER PLOT FIZZLED OUT


The Gunpowder Plot was a famous event in British history that happened over 400 years ago, in 1605. A group of men, led by Robert Catesby, were unhappy with King James I and his government. So unhappy that they wanted to blow up the Houses of Parliament when the King was inside!


One of the most famous members of the group was Guy Fawkes. He was the one chosen to set off the explosion because he had experience with gunpowder. And there was a lot of gunpowder – barrels of it were stacked up in the cellars below the Parliament buildings. But before Guy could set off the big explosion, the plot was discovered. One of the plotters sent a letter to a friend, warning him to stay away from Parliament on the planned day of the explosion, and word got out. Silly!


Guy Fawkes was found in the cellars with the gunpowder, and probably with quite a guilty expression on his face. He was arrested and eventually told the authorities about the plot and his fellow conspirators. The other plotters were caught, and they were all punished. The failure of the plot is still celebrated by people lighting bonfires on 5 November every year, known as Bonfire Night or Guy Fawkes Night. People make effigies of Guy Fawkes to burn on the bonfires and they parade the streets asking, ‘PENNY FOR THE GUY.’* A penny doesn’t seem much anymore. We should be asking, ‘TENNER FOR THE GUY.’


But I can hear you asking: what has the story of the Gunpowder Plot got to do with wee? Well, quite a lot, actually. The gunpowder was made using it! Wee is used in the chemical process of making saltpetre, which is used to make gunpowder. Lots of wee would have been needed to blow up Parliament and the King.


GAS GAS GAS!


During the First World War, which lasted from 1914 to 1918, lots of wee was used on the battlefield. Not as a horrible stinky weapon, but as protection.
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WHY WAS THE SAND WET?


BECAUSE THE SEA WEED.





The First World War was known for the introduction of trench warfare. This was where soldiers from both sides of the conflict lived in trenches dug into the earth and fought each other from either side. Back then, dangerous gases were used as weapons. They would drift across the battlefield towards the trenches and kill or seriously injure soldiers who breathed them in.
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QUICK QUESTION

IF your pee could be any colour,
what would you like it to be?

Bright orange?
Maybe you've had too many carrots!

Bright purple?
Maybe you've had too much beetroot!
Bright green?
Maybe you're an alien!
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