




Nostalgia or Not? 
 

n a recent visit, my sister made a point of picking up a copy of The Good Old Days: They Were Terrible! at 
our local bookstore.  She’s quite convinced that I have developed a horribly romantic view of the Victorian 
period—why else would I be “celebrating” it in a magazine like this? Would I, she wonders, actually want to 

have lived in Victorian times? 
 The answer is easy: No.  The “why” of that answer gave me a little more pause for thought, however.  There 
are some obvious reasons for not wanting to live in the “bad old days,” and some less obvious ones. 
 Was it because I didn’t really care to deal with the social issues facing the Victorian woman?  Of course, 
those issues depended a bit on which part of the era we’re talking about—women’s rights and roles evolved 
dramatically between 1850 and 1900.  But I rather like having the right to vote, and since I run my own business, I 
also like being able to claim ownership of its profits.  As a married woman, until 1870, those profits would have 
belonged to my husband, along with anything else I might once have owned. 
 Was it because I don’t relish the thought of living in a world that had little to offer in the way of sanitation 
and indoor plumbing?  I’ve dealt with privies, and may do so again, but I do like hot and cold running water.  (Of 
course, this isn’t always available even in every British home today!) Was it because I’d hate to give up my 
electric stove and my microwave? (Notice I haven’t even mentioned computers, television or cell phones...) 
 All of these, however, are issues that mean far more to the time-traveler who visits a period in history than to 
those who actually lived there.  From the perspective of the time-travelers (like ourselves), we are comparing what 
was then to what is now—our past to their future.  When we are born into a particular era, we compare our present 
to our past, and generally consider it an improvement.  
 Had I been born in Victorian times, for example, I would consider chamber pots and privies as normal, rather 
than a hardship. Hauling water by the bucketful for the bath would be routine (though I could only hope I might 
have been born into the class that was hauled for rather than doing the actual hauling).  Cooking over a wood 
stove or fire might be a bit unpleasant in the summer (having done so, I can assure you that it is!), but to the 
Victorian-born me, such a stove might actually seem “high tech.” 
 Perhaps, then, it is those issues that are discouraging regardless of whether one is born to a time or “just 
visiting.”  For example, I’m glad that, today, I don’t have to worry about getting arsenic poisoning from my 
wallpaper, or from that lovely green silk gown I bought for Lady So-and-So’s “crush.”  I’m glad I don’t feel the 
need to enhance my beauty by putting drops of belladonna in my eyes or painting my face with white lead.  As for 
the cooking question, the article in our August issue on “What to Do if You Catch Fire” addressed a serious issue 
for women who wore long skirts around open hearths.  And as for the risks of Victorian fashion in general, I have 
one word: Corsets! 
 I’m also glad I don’t live in a day when my tea might contain such substances as tar, rat feces and “lie-tea” 
(sweepings from the floors of tea factories, cemented with starch and moulded to look like tea leaves).  I don’t 
have to worry about chalk in my honey or sand in my sugar.  (I have a lovely trio of articles on “food 
adulteration” planned for the January issue!).  On the other hand, I’m not sure a Victorian would regard the lists of 
additives on so many of our processed foods as “progress”! 
 But none of these are the real reason why I wouldn’t care to have been born a Victorian.  The main reason I 
don’t feel too terribly nostalgic for the era is that, had I lived there, I probably wouldn’t have lived long.  When I 
was eight or so, I picked up a nasty case of blood poisoning when we were camping, having pricked my finger on 
a splinter of some sort.  It was a tiny, tiny wound that neither I nor anyone else paid attention to—until I came 
down with a fever of 100-plus degrees.   
 Penicillin was discovered in 1929.  It’s probably the reason I’m here today, writing about the Victorians.  And 
it’s definitely the reason I’m glad I wasn’t one of them! 
  
 

—Moira Allen, Editor 
editors@victorianvoices.net 
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