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Introduction

I HAVE ALWAYS BEEN interested in the Victorian era; particularly the ‘ordinary’ folk, who lived, worked and died during that time. When I was ten years old, I was really envious when my friend bought a book that not only told the story of Victorian day-to-day life, but also popped out to become a huge, four-storey mansion, complete with paper family, servants and furniture. I searched for years for a replica of that house and I was twenty-one by the time I found one. Did I buy it? Absolutely! Then just a few months ago I spotted a Victorian street scene with stick-on people and props. I bought that too, much to the embarrassment of my teenage daughter!

The way Victorian people lived their lives is fascinating to me. From those who inhabited the foggy streets of London, to the English country farmers and then the American prairie dwellers. There is something mysterious, often dark about those years from 1837 to 1901, and stories are everywhere apparent.

When I first began this project, I was aware, of course, of the high-profile scandals of the day, such as Jack the Ripper and Dr Crippen. However, when I scratched the surface, I discovered a plethora of other stories, mysteries and tales that had not been reported for well over a hundred years. I decided very early on that I would not replay the well-known scandals, and concentrate on the ones that had received scant – or no – attention since they first made headlines. If you are a Jack the Ripper ‘fan’, don’t worry; he still features in the book, but I concentrate on one lesser-known story, instead of those that have been investigated over and over again.

Working on this book has really given me a sense of what Victorian people went through during often exceptional times. Their lives and stories have come alive to such a degree that I often found myself thinking and worrying about the characters for many days after I had finished exploring their lives. It is my hope that the following chapters will enlighten and sometimes even entertain. If readers find tales of their own family history here too, then that will be the icing on Queen Victoria’s wedding cake, as far as I’m concerned.

Oh, one more thing – while officially the Victorian era didn’t begin on 1 January 1837 and end on 31 December 1901 (Victoria reigned from 20 June 1837 to 22 January 1901), I’ve used those dates when compiling my research. Why? Well, for one thing, there were some great stories that popped up just a month or so out of the official Victorian era and, for another, it just made it easier for a girl who is scared of numbers.

So, without further ado, I bring you the best, worse, funniest, most gruesome tales from those six decades of Victorian life. I hope you enjoy reading them as much as I have enjoyed writing them.

Michelle Morgan
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