




When the Past Meets the Future  
 

ne of the fascinations of articles from Victorian days is their ability to help us understand just how 
people lived in another time—a time that was at once similar, and very different, from our own.  
We read with interest “quaint” articles on proper etiquette, some of which actually make a great 

deal of sense even from a modern standpoint, and some of which make us glad that we no longer have 
to worry about such absurdities.  We explore the Victorian home, in part out of curiosity and perhaps in 
part with the idea of adding some “authentic” Victorian touches to our own homes.  We review recipes, 
finding some that might be worth trying and others that make us glad that “lard” is no longer a common 
element in our cooking! 
 Most of all, though, we are trying to form a picture in our minds of a world that existed more than 
100 years ago.  As we read such articles, the people start to come alive—we see how they dressed, we 
hear how they spoke, we discover how they worked and played and worshipped.  We see the good and 
we see the warts. 
 And sometimes... we see them peering back at us! 
 Victorians, like ourselves, were fascinated by the past—but they were also fascinated by the future.  
Perhaps this was because they recognized that they were living in a world of change—a world with a 
faster growth of technologies than had ever been seen before.  While we think of our own times as one 
of fast-paced growth, Victorians, too, lived through remarkable changes—from being hardly able to 
send a letter from one end of Britain to another, to being able to converse with people hundreds of miles 
away on the telephone!  Victorian writers realized, correctly, that the changes they had seen thus far 
were simply the beginning, and that many more were to come, even if not in their own lifetimes.  Thus 
many sought to predict just what form those changes might take! 
 In this issue, the charming article “The Pleasure Telephone,” from The Strand, shows some of these 
predictions in action.  The author, writing in 1898, imagines a day when one might be able to do far 
more than simply talk on a telephone.  He predicts a time when just about every imaginable form of 
information and entertainment would be “broadcast” over the “pleasure telephone.”  A businessman 
might receive his stock quotes; sports fans would receive the latest cricket scores or even a play-by-play 
narration of the game; children could receive lessons; ladies might listen to sermons; and one could 
enjoy symphonies and operas in the comfort of one’s own home!  One might even have two or three 
telephone headsets, so that more than one person could listen to the same broadcast—and the author 
imagines a comfortable wire headset to enable one to use this phone “hands free.” 
 The single flaw in this author’s prediction is the necessity for the wire.  He cannot, yet, imagine that 
in fact, all these things would soon come to pass, not with the phone, but with the “wireless.”  Though 
Marconi’s radio had been patented by this time, the ability to broadcast voices and music wasn’t fully 
developed until the 1920’s.  Nevertheless, by the 30’s and 40’s, Britons and Americans were enjoying 
every function predicted in this article, and then some—by wireless radio. 
 Only after I’d gotten this far did it finally dawn on me that this writer was more prophetic than he 
ever imagined.  (It took awhile to dawn because I’m still a bit of a techno-dinosaur when it comes to 
phones...)  He was right! 
 Because, today, we can indeed enjoy all of these things—news, sports, music, entertainment—on 
our phones, just as this author predicted.  I doubt he could have imagined the cell phone (let alone the 
“smart” phone).  Yet even so, his prediction has at last come true—just without those pesky wires. 
 Thank goodness he couldn’t imagine texting whilst driving one’s carriage in Hyde Park... 

 
—Moira Allen, Editor 

editors@victorianvoices.net 
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