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  Introduction

  Imagine a life without shampoo . . . Whether your reaction is “ew!” or “woo-hoo!” the idea is intriguing, no?

  Perhaps you’ve heard whispers of “no poo” at a social gathering. Were your friends frankly discussing their digestive habits? More likely they were talking about a health-and-beauty trend that’s taking the beauty world by storm. Going “no poo,” aka shampoo-free, has gotten press from outlets like the New York Times, Elle, and Marie Claire. A quick Google search shows the practice blowing up all over the health, beauty, and DIY blogosphere. Growing ranks of celebrities are cutting way back on—or even ditching—shampoo, or incorporating shampoo alternatives into their hair routine. (Catherine Zeta-Jones uses beer!)

  A shampoo-free lifestyle is not only possible, it’s filled with benefits. Would you like to stop spending so much money on hair care? Would you prefer to live without words you can’t pronounce cluttering the labels of your beauty products? Is your hair lackluster? Do you find yourself needing to shampoo it every single day—and would you like a break from that? Do you want soft, fluffy, shiny, healthy, gorgeous locks?

  If you’ve said yes to any of these questions, this book’s for you. A life without the endless cycle of lather, rinse, repeat is within your reach, and can actually help your hair look and feel better than ever.

  While I enjoy the playful ambiguity of “no poo”—the common moniker for the movement—the phrase “no sham” is equally as fun, and just as fitting. Because that’s exactly what the shampoo-free set wants to leave behind: the falseness of the ingredients, the lie that we need a product to clean our hair when that product didn’t even exist until very recently.

  Why not ditch the sham, ditch the poo, and find what works for you? This book is your one-stop guide to living a life free of shampoo. If you can’t bear the thought of dumping shampoo completely, check out the section on “low poo” alternatives, which provide the benefits of shampoos without the harsh chemicals or unnecessary add-ons. Whatever method you choose, healthier, happier hair is on the horizon. This book covers the whys and the hows, the ins and outs, and the ups and the downs of eliminating shampoo from your routine. You’ll hear from folks who’ve successfully made the transition, why they’re glad they did so, and their tips to help you succeed. Welcome to Shampoo Freedom!
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    PART 1

    Why to Quit Shampoo
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  People have had hair for far longer than shampoo has been around to clean hair. Of course, many things we have today I wouldn’t wish to live without (antibiotics, contact lenses, on-demand video streaming), but that doesn’t mean that taking steps to simplify our health and beauty routines lacks merit. Chemicals have improved modern life and the human body in many ways, but irresponsible human use of chemicals has its consequences too (think cancer; think climate change).
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  This book is not meant to give the impression that “chemical” is a dirty word—every substance is chemical! Baking soda is just as “chemical” as polyoxyethylene; even water is “chemical.” And “natural” products are not necessarily better, or even danger-free. Poison ivy comes direct from Mother Earth; that doesn’t mean you want it in your favorite hand cream. But chemicals can and do affect our health and our ecosystem, and not always for the best. Some of the commonly used chemicals in our everyday beauty products may be worth avoiding. Particularly if they’re unnecessary and have easy, suitable, cost-effective alternatives, why not eliminate them? Minimizing the multisyllabic ingredients in our lives seems more likely to prove beneficial than harmful, don’t you think?

  In the case of shampoo, a little research and a bit of practice show that there’s no need for sodium lauryl sulfates and the parabens contained in nearly all common shampoo brands. Certain shampoo ingredients may even be harmful to our health or the ecosystem’s. Before we delve into the details of these ingredients, we’ll learn how shampoo came to be a staple in our daily lives.
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  The History of Sham-poo

  Shampoo as we know it now did not exist until very recently. Historically, people cleaned their hair using ash, animal fat, or vegetable starch and used perfume or essential oils to condition it and add fragrance, as well as tools to scrape away gunk and grime—it’s a far cry from the sudsy wet lather and quick rinses we are familiar with today.

  The first manufactured shampoo didn’t appear on the market until the early 1900s, and the types of shampoos we use today not until the 1970s. We can trace the roots of modern shampoo, however, back to the 1700s. The English word “shampoo” comes from the Hindi chāmpo, which refers to the Indian custom of massaging the body, including the head and the hair, using herbs and plants for cleansing.
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  During colonial times, Europeans in India grew fond of chāmpo, and the practice subsequently became popular in Europe. The word “shampoo” came to describe specifically head and scalp massaging, and later the word shampoo was coopted from this massaging practice to refer to the cleaning substance rubbed into the scalp, rather than just the rubbing itself. The verb “shampoo” as we use it dates back to around 1860, and the noun referring to the cleansing substance to a few years later.
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  European proto-shampoos were made by putting bits of soap and maybe an herb or two into water. They left a lot to be desired. When soap was used, it interacted with hard water and left a scummy residue, not to mention that it was harsh on the eyes. In stepped chemists with their bag of scientific tricks to improve upon this formula. Shampooing habits were radically different from today’s for most of the twentieth century. In 1908, the New York Times published an article reassuring readers that it was okay to shampoo once every two weeks rather than the currently conventional once a month, although according to “several hair specialists,” says the Times, “from a month to six weeks should be a better interval if the hair is in fairly good condition.” Apparently, “Every woman likes to have her hair not only daintily and becomingly arranged but soft and glossy in appearance and texture.” I wouldn’t generalize quite so broadly, but for many ladies a fine hairdo is still on trend a century-plus later.
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  The antique habit of brushing your hair one hundred strokes a day makes sense in light of this minimal shampooing. Hair brushing would help distribute the scalp’s natural oils and reduce gunky buildup. The first commercially available shampoos hit shelves in the 1930s, with Dr. John Breck generally credited as being the first to offer bottled shampoo. Breck shampoo was only sold in salons until the mid-1940s. Is it hard to believe that before then, there were no at-home shampoo bottles? What about that the formula of these proto-modern shampoos was typically so strong hair was washed only once a week?
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  If the name Breck sounds familiar, it’s because of the Breck Girl ads: Softly lit faces and flowing locks set against soft pastel backgrounds adorned the glossy pages of popular women’s magazines from the 1930s through the 1970s. Breck shampoo was available in three formulas—for dry hair, for oily hair, and for normal hair—because “every woman is different,” though you wouldn’t think so from looking at the ads, which suffered from a serious lack of diversity, chromatic or otherwise.

  Nearly all of the ads show eerily similar button noses dotting pale complexions framed by waves of almost-always blond hair. Charles Sheldon and Ralph William Williams were the illustrators who created the portraits of the Breck girls. Sheldon created 107 iconic portraits, and Williams was responsible for transitioning to employing celebrities and professional models, rather than the so-called everywoman seen in previous ads. The Archives Center at the Smithsonian Institution has a collection of nearly 220 “original artwork pieces” related to the Breck ad campaigns, most of which are Breck Girl portraits. Famous Breck Girls (actually, they were women, but that’s a discussion for another book) included Cybill Shepherd, Jaclyn Smith, Kim Basinger, Brooke Shields, Farrah Fawcett, and Christie Brinkley. The Breck Girls signaled a cultural shift in hair habits: They popularized daily at-home shampooing.
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  Farrah Fawcett and Christie Brinkley form an interesting link. In the 1970s, when daily shampooing first became popular, popular television commercials from Faberge and Prell broadcast live action shots of Farrah Fawcett’s bouncing locks or Christie Brinkley’s shiny mane, and attributed the lovely luster to daily shampooing. This too can be yours, promise the ads. (They are available on YouTube—and the folly of advertising seems extra clear when it’s flavored with the singular aesthetic of a long-past decade.) Thanks to these commercials, daily shampooing was recast as healthy and best for hair. Of course, if we’re to believe the “lather, rinse, repeat” mantra, we’ll be essentially trapped in a never-ending shampoo loop, an infinite shower. But that didn’t stop the cultural consensus from morphing to consider less-than-daily shampooing as gross.

  Realizing that the shampoos we use today—and the practice of daily shampooing—have only been in existence for a few decades shines a light on how unnecessary they are. Who stood to gain from wide adoption of the notion that hair without daily cleansing becomes filthy and decidedly un-Farrah-esque? Advertisers jumped on the chance to sell us a product we didn’t really need. They told us what hair was supposed to look like, and they promised they could make ours fit the mold. This alone feels like a reason to reexamine habitual shampoo use. But if you still aren’t sure that you want to abandon the shampoos you’re used to, read on to learn about other reasons to relinquish the habit.
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  Don’t Needs, Don’t Wants

  Now let’s turn to the most compelling reasons to leave that shampoo bottle behind.

  First of all, we just don’t need it that much! We’ve essentially been duped by shampoo manufacturers and advertisers into thinking that we must use shampoo more often than we actually must. (In fact, there is no “must.”) Nearly any dermatologist you ask will say, “Less is more.” Secondly, even if we’re using it less often, shampoo may contain some gunk better off left behind entirely. The common ingredients in most popular shampoo brands are mostly a bundle of things we might not need or want.
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  Your classic drugstore shampoo concoction will typically contain a few key elements: a detergent to clean (like sodium lauryl sulfate); ingredients to improve its texture and appearance, by, for example, making it thick or foamy (polyethylene glycol is one); preservatives to keep it stable (usually parabens); a conditioner to soften hair after the detergent has left it stripped (like dimethicone); and any handful of other additives, like fragrances, coloring, and so on. Specialty shampoos, such as dandruff shampoos, will contain other ingredients as well as the typical ones. Some of these substances are perfectly innocuous, but many are unnecessary and a few are downright dangerous. Let’s see what that inscrutable list of ingredients really tells us.


  The Problems with Poo

  What potential problems come with the medleys inside our shampoo bottles? Let’s tackle the most serious first: health and environmental risks. Any extreme claims about the dangers of shampoo are probably unfounded. If you’ve seen a chain email about sodium lauryl sulfate causing cancer, approach with caution. It’s good to be as wary of broad claims about ingredients causing extreme health problems as it is to be wary of product manufacturers who care most about the bottom line, to the possible exclusion of the health, safety, and satisfaction of customers and the planet. In each case, consider the evidence. It’s always good to ask, who is making this claim and why, what are the sources, and what might it harm or help to believe? If it sounds like (or is) a chain email, chances are it’s not evidence-based or well founded.
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  That said, consumer safety groups and agencies (like the FDA and the EWG) exist to help us evaluate the ingredients in the products we use and consume. So what does the research say about which everyday shampoo ingredients might be a problem?

  SULFATES

  We’ll start with the big boys—the much-maligned sodium lauryl sulfate, and its ilk: ammonium lauryl sulfate, sodium laureth sulfate, sodium lauryl ether sulfate, and basically any other ingredient you read with the word “sulfate” in it. These are the detergents, the grease strippers. They are strong and mighty, binding to grease and to water, thus enabling the grease to be captured then washed away. They’re also one source of that delightful foam a classic shampoo entails. But are they bad for you? Well, yes, no, and maybe so. Frantic claims that sodium lauryl sulfate causes cancer are not supported by any evidence. Major agencies that determine whether substances are carcinogenic, including OSHA and the International Agency for Research on Cancer, maintain that SLS poses no cancer threat. The American Cancer Society is also quick to refute the notion that SLS is linked to cancer. The Environmental Working Group rates SLS a “low hazard” based on “fair” data.
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