




 

HANDS VS. MACHINES 
 

hen I want to relax, I find few things as soothing as sitting down and knitting.  One of the delightful things 
about knitting is that you can’t rush it.  You can’t knit any faster than your fingers can move.  Conversely, 
you can knit as slowly as you wish!  I love watching the fabric “evolve” as I add row after row.  While 

knitting machines abound (and you could even get knitting machines in the Victorian era), as far as I know, there is 
still no such thing as a virtual knitting program.   
 Today, nearly everything seems to move too fast.  More than anything else, we value speed.  I confess, I groan 
when something I order takes more than a day or two to arrive—despite the fact that I grew up in an era where 
everything was marked “please allow 4-6 weeks for delivery!”  How spoiled I’ve become.  When my computer is 
slow to respond, I grumble—blithely forgetting the days when I did my work on a typewriter, and considered an 
electronic typewriter to be one of mankind’s greatest inventions. 
 There’s nothing soothing about speed.  No one ever uses “fast-paced” as a synonym for “restful” or “life-
affirming” or, for that matter, “creative.”  And I can’t help but believe that there are harmful effects to having so 
much of our lives blur past at a rate too swift to be discerned by the human eye, let alone managed by the human 
hand.  Or, perhaps more important, by the human brain.  We can speed up everything else, but we cannot speed our 
thoughts—and if our thoughts are always scrambling to keep up with the speed of everything else, we have little 
time to allow for creative thinking, imagination, or just plain dreaming. 
 Lest you think this is purely a phenomenon (good or bad) of the 20th and 21st centuries, however, think again.  
The Victorian era saw it coming—and Victorians spoke much the same warnings about speed that we hear today.  
An excellent example can be found in the article, “Fifty Tucks Instead of One,”* written for Century Magazine in 
1888.  In this lovely article, the author points out that now that sewing machines are capable of creating 50 tucks in 
a gown in the same amount of time that it once took to sew one, women feel that they must make 50 tucks.  Even in 
1888, this author recognized that the speed and “assistance” provided to us by machines wasn’t going to reduce our 
workload.  Instead, our workload—whether voluntarily or involuntarily—would simply keep increasing to match the 
speed of the machines. 
 Isn’t that how it works today?  Now that one person can do the work that once required three or four in earlier 
years, one person is now required to do the work of three or four.  There’s no such thing, really, as a labor-saving 
device.  Labor-saving devices simply give us all more time to do more labor.   
 I don’t imagine that a humble editorial in a tiny electronic magazine is going to change the world.  But perhaps it 
can change a life or two, by reminding my readers that sometimes (in fact, quite often), slower is better.  Taking the 
time to work with your hands gives your mind a chance to slow down—and to think, plan and dream.  This, in turn, 
opens the door to imagination and creativity.  In today’s rush-rush world, dreams, imagination and creativity can be 
in short supply.  We can’t change the world itself, but we can change our little part of it—whether it’s by knitting, 
embroidery, painting, or making landscapes out of burnt corks. 
 Otherwise, we take the risk of being trapped in a world that demands more and more of our time, but encourages 
us to do less and less of the things that make time worthwhile.  The Victorians saw it coming! 
 

—Moira Allen 
editors@victorianvoices.net 

 
* https://www.victorianvoices.net/ARTICLES/VT/2019/1905-Tucks.pdf 
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