




A Changing World 
 

ictorians knew that they were living in a changing world.  Just as we, today, often can’t believe how much 
has changed in our own lives—remember when you didn’t have a “home computer?”—Victorians were 
observing massive leaps in technology.  If you can remember when you didn’t have a computer, try to 

imagine someone remembering when there was no such thing as the electric light! 
 Change can be a good thing, but every change brings about a loss.  In the Victorian era, the steady arrival of 
new ways of doing things and new ways of living meant a corresponding steady loss of old ways—including old 
ways that might have been a “way of life” for centuries.  Our article this month on “Somersetshire Superstitions” 
begins with a quote from a book titled Mysteries of All Nations, noting that “Notwithstanding the progress of 
science, religion, and education, superstition till prevails in this and other countries... Indeed, nearly all, if not all, 
the various aspects and phases of superstition of the sixteenth, seventeenth, and eighteenth centuries are, to a 
certain extent, believed in, in the nineteenth.”  Clearly the author of Mysteries is a bit appalled by this tendency of 
the British country folk to cling to the customs and believes of their ancestors.  The author of the article itself 
seems more amused than anything else by Somersetshire’s odd customs. 
 Fortunately for us, many other Victorians also observed the fact that their world was changing—and that, 
while folks in Somersetshire and elsewhere might still wassail the apple trees, such customs would soon vanish 
forever.  And once they vanished, there was a good chance that they would be forgotten.  Rather than being 
appalled or amused, a small army of dedicated Victorians set out to ensure that this wouldn’t happen. 
 Most of us are familiar with the work of the Brothers Grimm, who technically aren’t Victorian (but at least 
qualify as 19th-century).  But while their names may be the best known in the area of collecting and preserving 
folktales, they were far from alone in this work.  Societies sprang up all over England (and, I imagine, much of 
Europe) that dedicated themselves to collecting, recording, and publishing the vanishing customs and folklore of 
the time.  The works of authors like S. Baring-Gould and T.F. Thiselton-Dyer (both of whom have appeared in 
these pages) are well worth reading today.  But less well known are the annals of these various history and 
folklore societies, which, today, are most likely to be found in the stacks of university libraries. 
 Which is, in fact, precisely where I did find them, back in my college days.  Thanks to a part-time job, I was 
able to wangle a stack pass to U.C. Berkeley’s Bancroft Library—and for a book-lover, that’s like being invited to 
a four-story smorgasbord.  I was already studying anthropology and folklore, so it didn’t take me long to find my 
way to the shelves that held volume after volume of folklore collected by these Victorian societies.  I learned 
about such curiosities as the hunting of the wren (very strange) and the wassailing of the apple trees.  I learned 
that a fox, to rid itself of fleas, would supposedly take a chip of wood in its mouth and slowly submerge itself in a 
stream.  The fleas, driven from its fur by the water (an unlikely event, if one knows anything of fleas!), would 
travel to the fox’s head and eventually congregate upon the chip, whereupon the clever fox would let the chip go 
and his fleas would be swept away on their little makeshift raft. 
 It was these wonderful, fascinating, and now nearly forgotten Victorian collections that shifted my focus from 
folklore in general to British folklore and customs.  I never actually became a practicing anthropologist or 
folklorist, but I never lost that fascination with obscure British lore.  So I suppose that’s yet one more way that, 
though I didn’t realize it at the time, I could thank the Victorians for the shaping of my life! 
 Today, we often don’t think much about the tales and customs that meant so much to our ancestors of 
hundreds of years ago.  And yet it is still very much a part of our lives.  Fairy tales written by the Frenchman 
Charles Perrault in the 17th century became part of  German tales gathered up by the Grimms in the 19th—and 
remain part of our “lore” today.  Right now I’m watching yet another cinematic variation of Cinderella, and 
retellings of Grimm tales are a favorite form of young adult fiction these days. 
 At the same time, when these changes came to the world, they seem to have been more or less permanent.  
We may have urban legends, but “science, religion, and education” have done their work.  Certainly if you look 
carefully enough, you’ll still find folks who remember, and even practice, some of the old customs and beliefs 
harvested so carefully by the Victorians.  But the Victorians were correct in believing that the world that preceded 
them was vanishing, never to return—and if Victorians hadn’t taken steps to preserve it while they could, we 
would have lost a very rich treasure indeed. 

—Moira Allen, Editor 
editors@victorianvoices.net 
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