
Sarah Minor 

THE CHUTE, ETC.  
 
“Waste is put at the boundary, the marginal space, for further removal or transaction.” 
 
 
 
In praise of the linen chute! The all- accepting hatch. That which funnels what is 
soiled down and away. At first a loose tunnel—itself made of linen! A sleeve with one 
long seam! It threads the house and channels the foul smallclothes, the olid shirts—
to be revived! Then later a passage of sheet metal, and waxed to make the slide. A 
highway for rats and absconders, for thieves and assassins the same. The chute! It 
makes invisible. It leads to indeterminate elsewhere. To chute (v.) is also to, to discharge, 
fling, propel, to blame. 
 
 
 
 
No data is available on the linen chute’s origins or its modern numbers, 
likely because a chute lacks elements necessary to attribute claims 
of invention. A chute is more place than mechanism. The building of 
chutes was even outlawed for a time after, on several occasions, the 
passage that directed filth down and away from residents carried smoke 
and flames back up to them and facilitated their quick decay. 
In America mention of the chute begins around 1890 in newspapers and 
domestic manuals. The initial presence of a laundry chute in a home 
meant the absence of soiled linens in common rooms and the scents and 
stains that accompany bodily processes. In America, the chute 
signified a current at the turn of the century along which built environments 
were adjusting to compartmentalize domestic working 
and leisure spaces, and thus removing any sign of everyday 
metabolics and decay from the polite spaces of the home. The chute’s 
modern popularity has as much to do with convenience and 
compartmentalization as with a kind of vintage and nostalgia, the 
strange acknowledgement that a house is not solid through and through, 
and with the kind of small thrill akin to dropping gum out the window 
of a moving vehicle. 
 
 
Chute n. is also the action of falling, “a quick descent (as in a river) RAPID.” 
As still happens in much of the world today, the earliest method of 
washing clothes in American history was at a riverbank. In most 
communities one “great wash” was held once a month, or even every few. 
Owning a washing machine today signals class status, as owning enough 
linen to manage without washing frequently did in the 1800s. The poor 
were often depicted as dirty and smelly not because they washed their 
clothing more often, but simply because they owned less of it.  
 

-1891- 
“A CHUTE 
TO THE 
LAUNDRY. 
Ingenious 
Local Architect 
Designing 
Model 
Tenement 
House.” 
Occupants who 
have lived in 
blocks provided 
with similar postal 
conveniences will 
be cautioned 
against sending 
their 
correspondence to 
be washed. 
 
 
 

-1907- 
“SNEEZES 
BETRAYED 
FIVE BOY 
ROBBERS; 
Caught Hiding 
with Plunder in 
Fifty-sixth 
Street Coal 
Chute.” 
Water Drove them 
Out Finally. They 
had Three Bags 
Filled with Brass 
Fittings—All 
Held for Trial. 
 
 
 
 

-1912- 
“Margaret 
Goes Down 
Swiftly, Climbs 
a Tree, 
Forsakes the 
Magdalen 
Asylum.” 
Slid a scorching 
speed 90 feet 
down a linen chute 
and climbed a 
wall. “She got 
away.” 
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“In physical design terms, ‘waste’ connotes barren, empty, underused, 
or undesired space,” yet used or soiled material and the need for its storage 
and transport shapes public and private spaces almost more than 
any other human need. A large majority of information we have 
about ancient cultures is based on the remains of garbage found below 
their ruined cities or the landscapes where they once stood or walked 
across. It is through regular cosmic irony that these spaces, those that 
harbored filth and were known to lack personal value, survive destruction 
and remain intact for the very fact they are already considered destroyed. 
 
Before the turn of the 18th century, the concept of waste as we know it did 
not exist. Scrap materials were consumed, reused or sold for 
fertilizer and construction material. Few materials existed that were 
seen as disposable and were also unable to decay. It was a time when 
the earth had considerably less human- made material buried in its shallow 
crust. John Wesley who coined the cleanliness/godliness idiom referred 
later wrote more specifically for his followers to “Do not stink above 
ground.” 
 
A river is both itself a vessel and the shape of the land that its liquid has 
carved. The Mississippi river watershed carves from the 
Allegheny mountains to the Rockies in the east. It contains all or parts of 
31 states and provinces, and for the past half century has been funneling 
pesticides, human and agricultural waste to the delta region of the 
United States over a span of 1.2 million square miles.   
 
 
In June of 1998 Joseph Healthcott discovered an accumulation of 
sooty, mouldering debris in the cavity between his pantry and laundry 
chute during renovations of his 100- year-old St. Louis home standing 
two miles from the Mississipi River. In his essay on “Architecture, 
Ephemera, and Landscape” Heathcott uses these artifacts, which slipped 
from the pockets of clothes on their way down the chute, and collected 
as they fell through a seam in the ductwork, to compose a thorough 
narrative of the American family. He reads this “accidental archive,” 
including a postcard, a box of playing cards, a train ticket from Kansas 
City, receipts, a dairy delivery card, fragments of handwritten notes, a 
laundry ticket, labels from Christmas packages, as evidence of the 
“tensions between the previous residents upward aspirations and 
physical means” during the formation of the American middle class. 
	
	
	
	
	
	

-1950- 
“Abuse at the 
Tennessee 
Children’s 
Home Society” 
Among the 
grisly tales was 
the common 
practice of staff 
dangling 
children down 
the laundry 
chute with ropes 
tied to their 
wrists.  

 
-1961- 
-1970- 
-1985- 

 
 

-1995- 
“Hide-And-
Seek Laundry 
Chute Lad 
Freed by 
Columbia Fire 
Department.” 
“Darlin’ where 
are you!?” “I 
don't know!” 
 

-2006- 
“Most 
Radioactive 
Towel in 
History 
Discovered in 
London 
Laundry 
Chute.” 
“A Russian 
dissident was 
murdered with 
polonium but 
only on the 
third attempt. 
Clueless 
Assassins 
Spread a Toxic 
Trail.” 
 

-2016- 
“No Foul Play 
In Death Of 
26-Year-Old 
Legal Secretary 
Found Dead in 
Laundry Chute 
at D Casino 
Hotel” 
She fell 15 stories. 
Sources say 
husband was 
nonviolent. 
 


