




Remember Letters? 
 

nce upon a time, when someone wanted to communicate with a person who wasn’t within, literally, shouting 
distance, they—stay with me here, millennials—they wrote down what they wanted to say on a piece of 
paper.  They put that paper in an envelope, posted it... and waited.  If this communication was traveling across 

town—from one side of London or New York to the other, for instance—they might wait days for a response.  If 
it was traveling across an ocean, they waited for months.  Imagine! 
 Actually, for most of us, this doesn’t require any imagination at all.  We don’t have to be Victorians to 
remember keeping in touch by letter.  Some, we wrote by hand.  Others, we composed on a typewriter.  And if, 
like me, you’re old enough to remember “typing class,” you may recall entire books on how to write letters. 
 What happened to letters?  What brought their demise?  I know the easy answers that might spring to mind: 
cell-phones, e-mail, texting, etc. But the real answer can be summed up in one word: Sprint. 
 That’s right, Sprint.  Letters serve a very specific purpose: They are a means of communicating over distance. 
They were the best means of doing so only when they were the most cost-effective way to get your words from 
Point A to Point B. 
 But what about the phone?  Yes, the telephone made it possible, even 100 years ago, to speak to someone on 
the other side of New York, or London.  But if you wanted to speak to someone in the next town, or county, or 
state, suddenly the phone wasn’t so great.  A little more than a decade ago, my husband’s business trip to England 
resulted in $300 in phone bills!  Not so long ago, if you lived in Arkansas and wanted to chat with your sister in 
California, you waited until after 11 p.m. to get the lowest rates—and even then, a nice long chat could cost $20 
or more.  So if you really had a lot to say, it was still more efficient (and lots cheaper) to write a letter, affix a 
stamp (35 cents?) and pop it in the mail. 
 Then Sprint came along, and introduced inexpensive long-distance calling.  Suddenly, you could chat with an 
out-of-state relative for an hour or more without breaking the bank.  And suddenly, the letter was doomed. 
 Today, the lack of “letters” isn’t just because we can communicate by phone or e-mail or text.  It’s because 
distance is no longer a barrier to communication.  That change didn’t come about with the end of the Victorian 
era; it came about within the last 30 years.  And as with any major shift in culture, we’ve gained and we’ve lost. 
 The advantage of immediate communication is obvious.  The loss is perhaps less so—because the loss is not 
immediate.  The loss is to history—the history to come, the history that we are creating here today, the history that 
someone else (our grandchildren, perhaps) will read about in the future, long after we are gone. In the past, one of 
the best ways to learn about a person—a leader, an author, a performer, an artist—was through his or her letters.  
Letters, as the most economical and efficient way to communicate to friends and loved ones, have traditionally 
been the means by which the personal side of a public figure is expressed.  We’ve learned about forgotten soldiers 
of the Civil War from packets of letters found in old trunks.  We’ve seen the human side of a lofty figure of 
history from the letters written to a child.  
 Today, of course, we have e-mails, but over the last decade I’ve seen quite a change in how people use e-mail 
to communicate.  Initially, people tended to treat an e-mail like a letter, but as the “instant” nature of such 
messaging took hold, the tendency to turn e-mails into quick and often grammar-free notes has increased.  
Ironically, the volume of communication has increased since we gave up on letters; we write more but say less! 
 What’s interesting about the articles in this issue about letter-writing, however, is that the advice given on 
how to write a letter is much the same as the advice we hear today on writing e-mails and sending texts.  Think 
before you speak.  Plan what you want to say.  Don’t write something in haste that you will repent at leisure.  Be 
careful about saying something that might unintentionally insult the recipient.  Be considerate of the reader by 
taking some care in your grammar and spelling.  Remember that whatever you write will take on a life of its own 
once it leaves your hands—and all your tears and piety cannot call it back to cancel half a line. 
 The age of letter-writing endured for literally thousands of years.  In terms of historic time, it vanished in the 
blink of an eye.  But the need for courtesy, thought, and discretion in communication have not vanished with it. 
Whether we write lengthy letters or brief texts, future generations will judge us by those words—so like a wise 
Victorian, we would do well to think before we hit “send”! 
 

—Moira Allen, Editor 
editors@victorianvoices.net 

 

O 














































































































	01-TOC
	02-Editorial-Letters
	03-Nebraska
	04-Nebraska
	05-Nebraska
	06-Nebraska
	07-Nebraska
	08-Nebraska
	09-Nebraska
	10-Nebraska
	11-WeddingBreakfast
	12-WeddingBreakfast
	13-WeddingBreakfast
	14-WeddingFlowers
	15-WeddingFlowers
	16-WeddingFlowers
	17-WeddingFlowers
	18-BoomopolisWedding
	19-DinnerParty
	20-DinnerParty
	21-DinnerParty
	22-Poem-Tyrant
	23-Letters1
	24-Letters1
	25-Letters2
	26-Letters2
	27-Letters2
	28-Mehitable
	29-Mehitable
	30-Mehitable
	31-Robin
	32-Robin
	33-Robin
	34-Knick-knacks
	35-NewYork
	36-NewYork
	37-NewYork
	38-NewYork
	39-NewYork
	40-GodeysWedding
	41-School
	42-School
	43-Caves
	44-Caves
	45-Caves
	46-Caves
	47-Caves
	48-Savouries
	49-Moorland
	50-Moorland
	51-Moorland
	52-Moorland
	53-Moorland
	54-Moorland
	55-Moorland
	56-June

