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Introduction
World War I is often remembered for its trench warfare and the resilience of soldiers, yet an essential aspect of their survival lay in personal hygiene. Far from being a matter of mere comfort, cleanliness has become a decisive factor for health and military effectiveness. Drawing from the 1917 U.S. Army Manual for Noncommissioned Officers and Privates of Infantry and archival sources such as the GG Archives, this essay explores how hygiene shaped military readiness.
Background: Life in the Trenches
The trenches of World War I, where soldiers demonstrated remarkable resilience, presented them with harsh conditions—mud, rain, insects, and rodents were ever-present. Extended periods without access to bathing facilities meant uniforms grew filthy and lice flourished, heightening the risk of infectious diseases. These challenges highlighted the necessity for hygiene, as illness could rapidly spread through units, undermining their ability to fight.
The 1917 U.S. Army Manual: Hygiene Directives
The Army Manual for Noncommissioned Officers and Privates of Infantry underscored the importance of personal cleanliness. Soldiers were encouraged to bathe regularly, even if limited to a rag and water, and to change underclothes and keep uniforms as clean as possible. Toothbrushing was advocated to prevent infections, while handwashing before meals and after using latrines helped avert diseases like typhoid and dysentery. Special attention was paid to foot care: daily washing, thorough drying, and frequent sock changes were vital for preventing blisters, infections, and “trench foot.”
Why Hygiene Was Crucial
The focus on hygiene directly influenced military readiness. Infectious diseases, such as influenza, typhoid, and trench fever, could incapacitate entire units. For instance, “trench foot” was a serious condition that resulted from unsanitary and damp conditions. It was a painful condition caused by prolonged exposure of the feet to damp, unsanitary, and cold conditions. It frequently required medical evacuation. Army records show that maintaining sanitary routines preserved the health and morale of the troops, supporting operational strength.
Sanitation: A Shared Responsibility
The Army made hygiene a collective duty, fostering a sense of unity and shared responsibility among soldiers. Noncommissioned officers were responsible for enforcing sanitary practices. Sanitary squads were established to educate troops, distribute supplies, and respond to disease outbreaks. Posters and pamphlets reinforced the message that cleanliness was critical for survival.
Challenges and Innovations
Despite persistent obstacles—limited water, constant movement, and battlefield chaos—soldiers and medical officers devised creative solutions. Improvised showers, washing uniforms in rivers, and distributing disinfectants helped maintain hygiene. Delousing stations, introducing steam or chemical treatments for uniforms, reduced the spread of lice and trench fever.
Morale and Well-Being
Beyond physical health, hygiene boosted the morale of soldiers. Simple acts like bathing or changing socks provided psychological comfort, helped maintain discipline, and promoted focus. These routines fostered a sense of normalcy, which proved essential in the adversity of war.
Conclusion
Personal hygiene represented a cornerstone of military readiness during World War I. Through a combination of official guidelines and collective effort, soldiers preserved their health, morale, and effectiveness. The lessons learned in that era continue to inform military practices, emphasizing the enduring importance of self-care in overcoming adversity. This lesson remains relevant in our lives today.
