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COWDUNG AND DOMESTIC HYGIENE. 

To the Editor o/ "The Indian Medical Gazette." 

Sir,?In the Annotation column of the Lancet of the 30th 
September last (page 958), and in the column on Notes short 
comments, etc., of the same Journal for the 21st October last 
(page 1,175), there are some remarks on cowdung floor 
(washing) and plague prevention. Dr. Saldanlia who writes 
in the latter column makes very strange statements indeed 
in favour of his 

" Cowdung Washing and Plague Prevention," 
and lays particular stress upon the point that in order to 

keep (a cowdung floor) clean and habitable, it requires to be 
frequently cowdung washed." He seems to be a very 
zealous advocate of this mode of treating the house floors, 
and goes so far to state that the Punjab and North-Western 
Provinces remain plague-stricken, for they neglect to carry 
out this useful 

" domestic hygiene." 
The arguments he sets forth in favour of his advocacy are 

rather strange and not so easily believable. Firstly, he 
states that in this cowdung treatment of floors there is a 

slight chemical action upon the organisms which may be 
present on the floors ; and secondly, there is mechanical 
effect to entangle in the liquid (mucilage) dung and thus des- 
troy any fleas or 

" flea eggs." Though the second reasoning 
appears to be more reasonable, I don't know how the first 
can be carried out, for I am not aware of cowdung having 
such a bactericidal chemical action. Probably some 
chemical action may be setting in when the cowdung gets 
decomposed owing to its remaining in that condition for a 
longer period, but it is very wrong therefore to attribute to 
it any bactericidal value. 
Dr. Saldanha seems to make the most of his cowdung 

affair. He does agree with the fact that the cowdung often 
contains the tubercle bacilli, and therefore states that 
" 

sunlight and free ventilation which are necessary for drying 
a cowdunged room also devitalise any tubercle bacilli that 
may be present in the cowdung used in washing the room." 
While preparing the cowdung for the wash, the housewife 
has to handle freely this objectionable filth. To this process 
she is subjected to nearly once or twice daily. Will not the 
tubercle bacilli which are mostly present in the cowdung 
affect her in any way after so much handling ? 

Dr. J. A Turner, the Health Officer of the Bombay Muni- 
cipality, who carried out some valuable investigations last 
year, as to the prevalence of tuberculosis in the cattle, 
states that " out of two hundred and eight samples of milk 
examined, thirty contained an acid fast bacilli resembling 
the tubercle bacilli, or 14-4 per cent.;" further on in the 
summary of his investigations he states, "(3) that a possible 
source of infection (of tuberculosis) is the fa;ces of the 
infected cattle due to the intimate connection there is 
between the labouring classes and the cattle and the enormous 
use made of cowdung in the houses and surroundings." 
The figures I have given show that the mortality from 
tuberculosis is higher in India than in England; that 
the milk and sputa (road-side) examined show that there 
is risk of disseminating the tubercle bacillus while the 
presence of the tubercle bacillus in the faces of the infected 
animals is a greater danger in India than in other countries- 
The generality of the public here have no chance of distin- 
guishing between the infected and non-infected cattle, so 
they use the dung of all the cattle. Thus they stand a greater 
chance of catching the infection. This is the case of one 

particular bacillus often found in the cowdung, but as the 
cow is one of the highly developed vertebrates, its excreta 
must contain an abundant infectional flora of Prof. Metchni- 
koff, to frequently or freely handle, which must be a constant 
source of menace to general good health. 
There are two ways in which the cowdung is used for the 

Indian house floors: (I), as a thick paste, (2) as a watery 
solution. In either case it is mixed with some other sub- 
stance usually the yellow or the black earth (pilli or kali 
mati), and the mucilaginous character of the cowdung to 

which Dr. Saldanha refers is chiefly due to this addition. 
In fact, it is mainly added to give the cowdung a mucilaginous 
character, otherwise the paste will not keep even and lasting. 
There is no mucilage in cowdung itself as Dr. Saldanha 
believes, except that it may at times be accompanied with 
mucus from the large intestines. The first system of cow- 
dunging is carried out at longer intervals, sometimes months 
and even years, and as it is carried out in a thick layer, it 
remains more porous, and after drying cracks appear in the 
whole floor. These cracks have been frequently observed by 
me to harbour a number of fleas, so also the porous nature 
of the floor, I believe, must offer a good resting place for 
many other harmful organisms. 
The second process of using the cowdung in a liquid 

mixture to which I think Dr. Saldanha gives the name of 
" cowdung washing 

" is generally carried out almost daily 
in our kitchens and sometimes in our out houses. The 
cooking hearth and the places where dishes are served for 
the meals are the places often frequented with this plan of 
treatment. The most peculiar thing about this process is 
that the lady of the house will be very particular to preserve 
the same rag for her everyday use- So also the patented of 
earthen pot. Will Dr. Saldanha reflect what amount 

of danger the housewrife daily faces by her frequent and free 
use of the rag and the earthen pot, which are merely the 
filth incarnate'! 
Every way considered, 1 am also 

" of the opinion that as 

a plague preventive this use of cowdung had nothing to 
commend it," but on the other hand, it is positively 
dangerous to make use of this filth as a household article, and 
as such every step should be taken to discontinue its use. I 

fully agree with the statement, that " cleanliness of the 
persons and of house interiors with admission of sunlight 
and fresh air will do more to prevent plague in Hindu 
huts than the spreading of cowdung on the floors." 

I have been thinking for a very long time how best to 
discontinue the use of cowdung by suggesting an equally 
cheap substitute for it. The treatment of our floors with 
a weak solution of pesterine or phenyle or such other 
cheap antiseptic will be the best thing, but I do not think it 
will bo utilized by or be within the means of all. The 



May, 1912. J CORRESPONDENCE. 203 

construction of the house floors will also be another 
difficult 

question to deal with, in this connection. The even cement 

flooring will be the best thing needed, but I do 
not think it 

will be within the means of all here. I would suggest a 

mixture of coal tar and concrete. The tar should be 
heated 

till it assumes an uniform liquid consistence 
and then the 

concrete should be added to it. The whole mass, when 
it 

assumes a semi-solid consistence, should be evenly spread 
on 

the floor. This will no doubt be'the best substitute for 
the 

old cowdung floor; but will this be the cheapest 
? Will any of 

your readers suggest a cheaper substitute 
for it, so also a 

cheap and effective disinfectant for washing 
the floors so 

that men of all grades may be able to make a 
constant use 

of them ? 
Yours, etc., 

H B. PAND11, 
Sub-Asst. Surgeon. Baroda- 


