




History Before It Happens 
 

ne of the more intriguing aspects of reading articles from Victorian magazines is the ability to read about 
history before it actually “happens.”  A more clichéd phrase would be “history in the making,” but that 
doesn’t quite express the experience.  Victorian writers were often aware that their subject was “history in the 

making,” but they could not know just what sort of history was to be  made. And there is a vast difference 
between the way articles are written by people who know what an outcome was, vs. people who do not know, yet, 
what an outcome will be. 
 A case in point is an article I recently came across in an 1896 Strand Magazine about the upcoming 
expedition to the North Pole by Swedish balloonist S.A. Andrée.  Andrée’s idea was to travel by balloon from 
Sweden to either Canada or Russia, in hopes he might manage to float across the North Pole in the process—and 
thus give Sweden a bit of the glory in the ongoing “race to the North Pole.” 
 You can look up Andrée on Wikipedia to learn the results: The balloon crash-landed after only two days, and 
the crew perished some three months later, trapped on a small island for the winter. (Their final camp was not 
discovered until 1930; until then, their actual fate had remained a mystery!)  This excellent Wikipedia article 
looks at the many flaws in Andrée’s plans, and notes that the explorer was pretty much picked to pieces by 
subsequent historical analyses. 
 Today, Andrée is little more than a footnote to the history of Arctic exploration.  In 1896, however, he was 
big news.  The Strand’s article acknowledges the hazards of the expedition, but maintains a hopeful outlook.  It 
also documents in great detail the explorer’s plans, preparations and equipment—information that is far less likely 
to appear in articles after the fact, which focus on what did happen rather than what might happen. 
 Since I’d never heard of Andrée before reading this article, my experience was probably similar to that of the 
1896 reader: I had no idea what would happen next.  When one has the benefit of 20-20 hindsight, however, 
reading “history before it happens” can be a bit more chilling.  Take, for example, another 1896 Strand piece on 
the coronation of Czar Nicholas II of Russia.  The author basically offers his readers a travelogue of the wonders 
of the emperor’s palaces and carriages.  (Lots of carriages!)  Royalty was, to this British writer, something 
glittering and eternal.  Today, we know what would happen to Nicholas and his family in a cellar in 
Yekaterinburg, 22 years later.  And today, many historians tend to regard their fate as “inevitable”—but to the 
writer of 1896, it was unimaginable. 
 One gets a similar shiver reading about individuals who would, one day, embark on the maiden voyage of a 
certain steamship named Titanic.  A 1912 volume of The Girl’s Own Paper includes a brief editorial note 
mourning the loss of a regular contributor.  The view of a writer who has just lost a dear friend in a disaster is 
surely going to be very different from the view of a writer commenting on the 100th anniversary of that event! 
 I could go all sagey here and point out that we are all experiencing “history before it happens,” but that’s so 
true of every era that it’s a rather pointless point to make.  Rather, from the standpoint of studying history, what 
struck me in these articles is how much we can learn from writers who do not know, yet, what history will bring.  
“History,” typically, is what is written after the fact.  The event, whatever it is, has occurred—and from that point 
forward, historians look back to seek explanations, answers, causes... and, quite often, someone to blame.  
 Many people find “history” to be a stale topic, and I can’t help but wonder if one reason for that is precisely 
because it is written “after the fact.”  We already know how the story ends before we begin.  Scholars vie with one 
another to provide interpretations of history—and those interpretations tend to change as perspectives and 
fashions of thought shift over time.    
 Reading “history” is like reading a guide-book to the past, and it can be a wonderful guide.  Reading “history 
before it happens,” however, is like putting the guide-book down and stepping away from the beaten path.  What 
you discover may not look quite like the guided tour—but it’s sure to be interesting! 
 
 

—Moira Allen, Editor 
editors@victorianvoices.net 
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