




Looking for Leisure 
 

hen I first read the article on “Leisure” that appears on page 33, I had to look twice and verify that I was 
actually reading an article from 1899, and not perhaps 1999 or 2018.  When we look back with fond 
nostalgia on the “olden days,” it’s often with the assumption that life was ever so much simpler, slower, and 

just generally more leisurely than it is today.  Today, we’re caught up in the hustle and bustle of life; our time-
saving inventions just seem to mean we spend more time working on more things. Today, we snatch “leisure” on 
the run, and come home from vacations more exhausted than when we left.  Ah, for the good old days... 
 But it seems that hustle and bustle are not an invention of modern times.  While this article is addressed 
primarily to the Victorian housewife, it could apply to any of us today, whether we spend our day managing the 
home or managing a multi-national corporation.  Leisure is a luxury, something that we keep promising ourselves 
that we can “achieve” if we just work a little harder, a little longer. 
 According to this anonymous Victorian author (or, more likely, authoress), depriving ourselves of leisure can 
lead to a number of consequences.  Here are some—and I wonder if they would strike a chord today? 
 1) We become irritable.  Now, I’m sure I am never irritable, or peevish, or ill-tempered... and I’m sure you 
aren’t either.  But I’m also sure that we probably all know quite a few people who fit that description, people who 
are always running from meeting to meeting, task to task, with never a moment to spare for a smile or a social 
event that doesn’t involve electronics.  These are the folks who forever proclaim, “Let’s do lunch”—but never do. 
 2) We lose the ability to cope well with emergencies.  When life itself is an ongoing crisis, it becomes far 
more difficult to cope when real crises arise.  According to this author, keeping “a reserve of nerve and good 
temper” will stand one in good stead “when the time of emergency comes”—and the key to doing so is leisure! 
 3) We are drawn into a “whirlpool of restlessness,” driven by the “love of excitement and the restlessness of 
the age.”  I feel the need to remind the reader, again, that this “age” was the Victorian age... but does it not sound 
all too much like our own?  The need to be doing, experiencing the latest thing, downloading the latest 
technology... Somehow it’s a bit alarming to realize that this is not, in fact, a product solely of our cell-phone 
generation, but a behavior pattern that has been a part of American life for more than 100 years. 
 4) We risk “producing a very irritable, worn, peevish-tempered generation.”  Well, again, I’m sure that 
doesn’t apply to you or to me, but... do we not feel ourselves, at times, surrounded by that very thing?  (Of course, 
nothing makes me feel more peevish than the bumper stickers that are a special feature of our town, urging one to 
“practice civility in H---- County.”  I always wonder if they mean it’s quite all right to be peevish and irritable 
everywhere else?)   
 5) We lose the desire to “do good.”  I’m not quite sure what the author means by this, but it occurs to me that 
if I don’t take time for myself, I’m even less likely to take time for you...   
 The author concludes with an interesting quote regarding the value of leisure time: “For such a time I am my 
own master—I am at leisure.”  And there, I think, we have it in a nutshell.  For most of our day, we are not our 
own masters.  We are subject to the myriad tasks, requirements, and responsibilities that, quite often, lead us to 
believe that we simply can’t “find the time” for genuine leisure.  Choosing leisure is a matter of choosing to take 
back control.   
 Even in 1899, this author recognized that leisure time wasn’t something that one “found,” or hoped for, or 
perhaps gained by dint of hard labor.  It can only be made.  It can only be achieved by conscious choice—which 
means, quite simply, the choice of giving up something else that is non-leisurely for the sake of something that 
qualifies as genuine “leisure.”  “It is not having a bit of knitting on hand to take up while talking... it is not 
snatching a few minutes to write to an old friend.”  As this author points out, “Each person must decide for 
himself how best to obtain it.”   
 The author declares that perhaps, after all, it is not better to wear out than to rust out.  I think perhaps as we 
grow older, we begin to realize that “going to rust” starts to have a certain appeal.  We have run the rat race in the 
hope that if we ran it long enough, we would eventually be able to stop running—yet today, we simply find 
ourselves running faster. 
 So let’s take a stand against the creation of yet another irritable, peevish, worn-out generation.  Let’s follow 
this sage Victorian advice—and become the masters of our souls by making time for leisure! 

—Moira Allen, Editor 
editors@victorianvoices.net 
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