




Beating the Heat 
 

une has arrived, which means summer is officially upon us.  (Unofficially, it still feels a bit like April.) 
Though it’s still fairly cool here in Maryland for June, I’m trying to imagine what life would have been like in 
Victorian days.  Today, I rely entirely on electricity to “beat the heat.”  How did folks cope without it? 

 How, for instance, did one survive without air conditioning?  I can recall a time when AC wasn’t as common 
in homes as it is today, but we could at least plug in a fan on a hot day.  Victorians had no such options.  Hence, a 
Victorian home was usually built with hot weather in mind—which was one reason homes were built with high 
ceilings, cellars, and attics.  Heat rises, and an attic gives it a place to go. (It also provides a useful place to dry 
laundry if the weather doesn’t permit it to be hung outdoors.)  Conversely, a cellar remains cool, and actually 
imparts some of that coolness to the floor above it.  Today, we’re accustomed to houses built on concrete slabs, 
with nothing but a crawlspace overhead—a space that does more, thanks to insulation, to keep heat trapped in the 
main part of the house rather than allowing it to escape. If our AC fails, our modern homes ensure that we’re 
likely to be more miserable than our Victorian predecessors. 
 Victorian articles advise opening the windows in the early morning and in the evening, but keeping them shut 
against the heat of the day.  Heavy Victorian curtains and drapes can be effective in keeping a room cooler.  Many 
homes might also have shutters that could be closed against excessive heat or cold.  Having a verandah or porch 
provided additional shade that gave breezes a chance to cool before they entered the home, as did overhanging 
eaves (something else you rarely see on a modern home).  Many households also switched the coverings on their 
chairs and furnishings from heavy, dark winter fabrics to light, cotton summer fabrics.  Fireplaces were typically 
cleaned out and covered with decorative screens for the summer. 
 I haven’t found much information on how Victorians coped with the heat of the kitchen in the summer 
months, but I suspect that one method was to rise early and get much of the day’s cooking done in the cool of the 
morning.  Cooking, in Victorian days, meant laboring over a hot stove—either wood or coal—no matter what the 
season.  Recipes for this time of year emphasize desserts of fruit dishes that can be made with little or no heat, or 
custards and creams that can be made quickly rather than requiring lengthy periods of baking. 
 A favorite treat to help Victorians cool off was ice cream.  The hand-cranked ice cream freezer was patented 
in 1843, so nearly anyone could  make ice cream at home.  Of course, to make ice cream, you must actually have 
ice.  In cities, ice was “harvested” from lakes and rivers in the winter and stored in warehouses, then marketed in 
the summer by the “ice man,” who drove through the streets with a cart full of blocks of ice.  City homes might 
well have an “ice box,” a lead-lined cabinet kept chilled with a block of ice.  (Refrigerators wouldn’t be available 
for the home until 1913, and freezers wouldn’t come along until 1923.)  In the country, one might harvest one’s 
own ice from a lake or pond and keep it in an “ice-house” (often all or partly underground), but farms often relied 
on wells and spring-houses to keep dairy products and other foods cool.   
 Today, if my air conditioning doesn’t work (and even if it does), I have the option of changing into shorts and 
a sleeveless top.  A Victorian lady, however, had no such freedom.  She had to endure the heat through several 
layers of clothing considered indispensable to decency.  For the less well-to-do, a wardrobe might consist of one 
winter woolen gown and one summer gown of a lighter fabric, such as cotton or calico.  For the wealthier, 
summer gowns might be made of silk rather than cotton.   
 Hence, the Victorian lady carried her own form of personal air conditioning with her: The fan.  Fans have 
been around for over 4000 years, and have served a variety of purposes; however, their foremost purpose has 
always been  to cool the air.  Everything else—fashion statement, secret languages, advertising, etc.—is 
secondary. Today, since a lady has no need for a cooling fan, we don’t bother carrying them just to make a fashion 
statement or send coded messages across the room.  Now, I’m not saying there’s a cause and effect here, but... the 
first electric fans for residential use were introduced in 1910, and that’s the year one of the largest hand-fan 
factories in America—the Hunt factory in Quincy, MA—went out of business! 
 Beating the heat of summer surely wasn’t easy in Victorian times.  But if you’ve never had air conditioning, 
or electric cookstoves, or refrigerators, you wouldn’t have missed them.  Now, where did I leave my fan? 
 

—Moira Allen, Editor 
editors@victorianvoices.net 
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