




When “Old” Was “New” 
 

hen I launched this magazine, I speculated that one reason the Victorian period holds such an 
appeal for so many is that it is the historic period that is, perhaps, easiest for us “moderns” to 
identify with.  Its language is much more like our own than, say, the language of the Elizabethan 

era.  And its people—well, it isn’t so difficult to track down the Victorians in our own family tree. 
 The more I explore the period, however, the more I realize that it’s not just a matter of 
identification.  The Victorian era is truly the parent of our own.  I’m coming to understand just how 
many things we have today—and take for granted today—that we owe directly to that era. 
 Take, for instance, something very simple: The children’s game of “jacks,” described in the final 
installment of “Out-Door Games from Over the Sea” in this issue. I remember my mother trying to 
teach me to play jacks, with rather limited success (and I confess a rather limited interest on my part).  
But... jacks were jacks.  Who didn’t have jacks?  In 1892, the answer would be “practically no one in 
England,” because apparently “jacks” were a relatively new American invention.  The game was played 
with stones—until some enterprising Victorian invented the steel toys we all know so well. 
 Another American Victorian “invention” was popcorn.  I love curling up with a bowl of popcorn in 
the evening—and I know how to make it the old-fashioned way, with a long-handled popcorn popper 
that one can use on a wood stove.  If I ever have a wood stove again, at least I’ll still be able to enjoy 
popcorn (though kettle corn might be a challenge).   Now, the Victorians didn’t actually “invent” 
popped corn—it appears to go back about 5000 years, and American farmers may well have learned the 
trick from the Iroquois.  But to Brits, this was yet another “new” American invention—and it wasn’t 
until the 1890’s that popcorn could be made by machine (leading to the birth of popcorn-vending carts).   
 And then there’s ice cream, which was developed by an African American in 1836.  In 1860, an 
American woman patented the hand-cranked ice cream freezer (which is still available today in almost 
exactly the same form), making it possible for anyone to enjoy ice cream at home, assuming they could 
afford the ingredients.  Ice cream and popcorn—what could be a more perfect way to enjoy a warm 
summer evening?  And what could be more... Victorian? 
 Of course, we have a lot more to thank the Victorians for than ice cream and popcorn, or jacks.  
Have you ever adopted a pet from a humane society or animal shelter?  Thank the Victorians for 
coming up with that idea.  Actually, the Royal SPCA was founded in 1824, without the “royal.”  Queen 
Victoria authorized the addition of “royal” to its name in 1840.  The RSPCA was originally founded to 
combat cruelty to horses and donkeys,  but its work quickly spread to include dogs and cats and other 
critters.  The Battersea Home for Lost Dogs, perhaps the first “shelter” where homeless animals could 
be cared for, was founded in 1860 (though it didn’t employ women, at least in the kennels, until 1960!). 
 Are you a married woman?  Do you earn an income?  Today, us married ladies can earn our own 
money, pay our own bills, create and pay our own debts, have our own credit scores, maintain our own 
bank accounts, have credit cards in our own name, own property... in short, do anything financially that 
our husbands can do.  And most of us pretty much figure that’s the way life is supposed to work.  But it 
didn’t work that way until the Married Woman’s Property Act of... well... it depends.  In the US, 
various states began enacting Married Women’s Property Acts, in various forms, around 1839.  In the 
UK, the idea of women being able to retain their own earnings, keep their own property (including 
property they owned before marriage), and so forth wasn’t established as law until 1882.   
 So thank you, Victorians, for giving us popcorn and ice cream, and a safe haven for our pets.  And 
thank you for making it possible for a woman like me to own my own business—which, in turn, makes 
it possible to put together a magazine like this! 
 

—Moira Allen, Editor 
editors@victorianvoices.net 
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