




To See the Future 
 

s the old year gives way to the new, it’s our custom today to make “New Year’s Resolutions.”  It’s an 
interesting custom, when you think about it.  It suggests that we feel we have some control over what the 
New Year will bring.  At the very least, we feel we can make positive changes to our own lives in the year to 

come.  This will be the year that we shed those extra pounds, write that novel, or declutter the garage.  (At least, 
those tend to be my resolutions!) 
 Victorians didn’t tend to make “resolutions.”  Instead, many Victorians, as they approached the turn of the 
year, were more interested in predictions and prognostications.  Like Halloween, New Year’s Eve was a time for 
divination.  Would the coming year be lucky?  Would you be lucky?  It was considered wise to have money in 
your pocket as the year turned, for if you didn’t, you could expect to be poor during the year to come.  “First 
footing” was a common custom in Victorian days; one’s luck for the year hinged upon the characteristics of the 
first person to set foot across your threshold on the New Year.  Red-haired people were unlucky, as were 
(generally) women.  Some people actually made a career (or at least a seasonal career) of traveling about to be the 
“first foot” because they possessed certain “lucky” characteristics.  
 That suggests that Victorians didn’t feel that they had such a great deal of control over what was to come in 
their lives.  They hoped to get glimpses of what they could expect, but didn’t seem to feel that, in most cases, they 
had a role in shaping their own futures.  And perhaps, in a world where social status and condition were thought to 
be assigned and virtually unchangeable (except in a downward direction), this makes sense. 
 But it occurs to me that as we gaze back at the Victorian world, we have a bit of an advantage: We can see 
the future.  Not ours, perhaps, but theirs.  If we look at a growing controversy or a pending disaster, we know 
what’s coming.  Recently, for example, I tried valiantly to read a book on the Irish potato famine.  I couldn’t 
manage to get through it, but what came across clearly was the inability, or unwillingness, of a great many people 
to see what lay ahead of them.  Was this simply stubbornness, or foolishness, or arrogance?  Quite probably the 
disaster of that famine was the result of all three.  But when I read such a book, I can see the “future”—I see 
what’s coming a few chapters ahead.  Those who were participants in this drama could not.  
 One of the things that I often find annoying about reading modern books about the past is that they often 
handle time in large, easily labeled clumps.  Just referring to “The Victorian Era” is itself an example of this.  The 
Victorian Era of 1843 was considerably different from that of 1883.  If one stops to think about Victorians as 
people, one suddenly realizes that anyone who was an adult (and perhaps a decision-maker and world-shaper) in 
1843 was either very, very old in 1883, or more probably, dead.  Conversely, anyone who was an adult in 1883 
was a mere child in 1843.  Adults in 1843 still thought of their queen as new, young, and a change from the past.  
Adults in 1883 had never known anything else. 
 This got me thinking that an interesting way to look at history, if it could possibly be done, would be to gather 
information about a single year, and look at that year as if you were living it.  What if, for example, you could 
look at everything there was to know about the year of 1874, as if you lived in that year—without knowing 
anything about 1875?  As we look at history now, in the traditional way, we can pick a bit of information from 
1874 and another bit from 1875 and yet another from, say, 1895, and put them all together to form a certain type 
of pattern.  But would it be the same pattern that would be perceived by a Victorian who has to live in time, 
moving from 1874 to 1875 and onwards without being able to see the world that lies ahead?   
 I’m not sure how it could be done, or even if it could be done.  But it would be a fascinating way to view a 
historical period.  It would enable us to see the world through the eyes of those who lived it—through eyes that 
might have hopes and dreams about the future, and from whose actions that future would emerge, but who could 
never truly predict what that future would be.   
 It might also, perhaps, remind us that one of the roles of future generations is to judge the deeds and events of 
those that have gone before.  One day, someone will be editing a magazine about the quaint customs of their 
ancestors back in the early 21st century. When they do, they’ll look at us with the benefits of 20/20 hindsight, and 
pass judgment upon us accordingly.  We can only hope that they will have the courtesy to at least try to look at 
their past through the eyes of us folks who have not yet had the privilege of seeing our future! 
 

—Moira Allen, Editor 
editors@victorianvoices.net 
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