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A look at the surprising nineteenth-century technology that inspires this literary and cultural
movement: “I was very impressed by this book.” —SF Crowsnest In recent decades, steampunk
has grown from a rather obscure subgenre of science fiction into a striking and distinctive style
of fashion, art, design, and even music. It is in the written word, however, that steampunk has its
roots—and in this book Simon Webb explores and examines the real inventions that underpin
the fantasy. In doing so, he reveals a world unknown to most people today. Webb reveals the
Victorian era as a surprising place: one of steam-powered airplanes, fax machines linking
Moscow and St Petersburg, steam cars traveling at over 100 mph, electric taxis, and wireless
telephones. It is, in short, the nineteenth century as you’ve never before seen it—a steampunk
extravaganza of anachronistic technology and unfamiliar gadgets. Imagine Europe spanned by a
mechanical internet, a telecommunication system of clattering semaphore towers capable of
transmitting information across the continent in a matter of minutes. Consider too, the fact that a
steam plane the size of a modern airliner took off in England in 1894. Drawing entirely on
contemporary sources, we see how little-known developments in technology have been used as
the basis for so many steampunk narratives. From seminal novels such as The Difference
Engine to the steampunk fantasy of Terry Pratchett’s later works, this book shows that
steampunk is at least as much solid fact as it is whimsical fiction.
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logiplex, “Excellent. This is an excellent and well-written book that made me aware of the little-
known history of 19th-century technologies which laid the foundation for the modern era. I
highly recommend this book to anyone interested in some fascinating and little-known history.”

OlgaNM, “A joy to read, informative and inspiring. Thanks to Rosie Croft from Pen & Sword for
sending me a paperback review copy of this book, which I loved and freely chose to review.I
cannot claim to be an expert on the history of the Victorian period, and I did not discover
steampunk as a literary genre until a few years back, although it has captured my imagination. I
follow some blogs whose stories are set in the period, I am fascinated by the artwork and
clothing inspired by the genre (there is a steampunk yearly convention not far from where I live
now in Barcelona, and it’s a joy to see people walking on the streets dressed in steampunk
fashion), and although I haven’t read many novels in the genre, I’ve enjoyed the ones I’ve read.
Because of all that, I was immediately grabbed by the title and the cover of this book. And I
enjoyed it immensely.The book is a joy to read. The author is an authority both, in steampunk
fiction (although he mostly talks about early offerings and classic titles, but not exclusively), and
in Victorian history, at least when it comes to little-known (at least to the general public)
inventions and projects. His style of writing is easy to follow, not excessively technical when it
comes to descriptions of machines and engineering feats, and he has a knack for bringing to life
the material, including anecdotes that make us see the events in our mind’s eye (and wonder
why many of those have not been made into movies).Webb divides the book into nine chapter,
plus a list of plates (there are 20 of those and they are a delight), an introduction (where the
author talks about steampunk, shares a working definition, and explains the characteristics of
the genre and its different visions and versions of the future or alternative history), and endword,
a bibliography (not too long, consisting mostly of fiction books in the steampunk genre, some of
the original books they got their inspiration from, and some research titles), and an index. As the
author explains, there are many topics that could be covered in such a book, but he chooses
some of the more habitual and the ones that give steampunk its flavour. I marked many
passages in the book, so many that it is impossible to fit them all into a review, and, in any case,
I’d rather you read it, but I’ll briefly mention what each chapter is about so prospective readers
can decide if they’d like to find out more (Yes, you would).Chapter 1, titled ‘Dreams of the Future,
Visions of the Past’, elaborates on the introduction, talking about several of the early titles in
steampunk (and proto-steampunk), and their visions of the future. As he notes, there usually is
some point where some historical event changed (or some invention happened or didn’t) and
that results in a fairly different future (or present). What we might not know is that some of the
inventions and the alternatives these books offer are not as far-fetched or fantastic as we might
think.Chapter 2, ‘Of Steam Buses and Atmospheric Railways’ describes the existence of steam
buses and other forms of steam transport that might sound strange when we read about them in



this genre of novels and also of real railways built to work by the application of air pressure
(similar to the system used to send messages via tubes in some old supermarkets and offices).
And they were very fast!Chapter 3, ‘The Mechanical Internet’ fascinated me. The fact that there
were semaphore-towers across Europe in the XIX century that would allow messages to travel at
incredible speed even from our perspective (the author mentions Terry Pratchett’s Dreamworld
series) is mindboggling.Chapter 4, ‘Steam Planes Take Off’ was an eye-opener for me. I knew
about balloons and dirigibles, although not about balloons going into the stratosphere, and the
explanation for why the Wright Brothers have been granted the fame and reputation they have
now in the world of flying when there were many others who’d gone quite far (if not farther)
before, makes one stop and think. History has always been unfair and not everybody who
deserves to be remembered is. (Hiram Maxim is a captivating character and one I hope to learn
more about in the future).Chapter 5, ‘Steam-Powered Computers and Mechanical Calculators’ is
another sobering chapter, a reminder of how different things could have been, and although I
knew about some of the people involved (like Ada Lovelace, Lord Byron’s daughter), I didn’t
know that the word ‘computers’ was first used to refer to human beings whose job it was to make
lengthy calculations (for example to compile logarithm tables).Chapter 6, ‘Radiophones, Fax
Machines and Hard Drives’ offers a great introduction to the topics. I learned new information
about telephones, discovered that there had been fax machines even before the telegraph was
widely in use, and found out that the technology behind televisions is much older than I
realised.Chapter 7, ‘The Quest for Renewable Energy’. This chapter is particularly applicable to
this day and age, but the Victorians were already worried and thinking about such matters. Much
of what appears now as new is nothing but, and the chapter goes a long way to explain how and
why our society came to rely on petrol as much as it does.Chapter 8, ‘The Resistible Rise of the
Internal Combustion Engine’. Anybody who loves cars and/or is puzzled by our reliance on petrol
engines will find this chapter a must-read. I knew that there were electric cars well before the first
reliable petrol cars existed, but have now fallen in love with steam cars as well (I’d love to have
one of the Doble Brothers’ inventions), and I found the explanation of why the internal
combustion engine took over convincing and understandable (although quite sad. Oh, taxes and
cheap oil… You have much to answer for).Chapter 9, ‘The 11-Mile-Long Shopping Mall that
Never Was’ describes a fabulous plan to build what would have an enclosed section of London,
like a bubble of glass, where people would not have been at the mercy of the weather and traffic
would have been fast and easy. It sounds wonderful but, once again, money was a problem (and
I agree that a new sewage system was a priority).Webb advises readers of the genre to do some
research and concludes:Steampunk, although generally described as a genre of science fiction,
has in fact more in common with science fact than most aficionados ever realize.This book is
probably not for history buffs and experts on the matter, but for people interested in the topic and
who are not specialists, it is full of gems.In sum, this is a great book, a joy to read, informative,
and inspiring. It will delight equally lovers of history, steampunk novels, and researchers
interested in the topic. Readers and writers will find much to ponder upon (I’ve finished the book



with a long list of other books to read), and it occurred to me as I read it, that writers of post-
apocalyptic fiction would find it a good source of inspiration, as it has all kind of suggestions for
contraptions and inventions that could have taken over the world if things had been different.
Highly recommended.”

Debbie, “How real Victorian technology inspires Steampunk novels. This is a book about how
the fiction genre of Victorian Steampunk is inspired by attempted inventions or real technology
created during the reign of Victoria. The author started by explaining what steampunk is, and he
frequently referred to various novels that were inspired by the real technology that he's
describing. I think this book was aimed more at fans of this genre than history buffs as I've read
most of this material in more detail in books by other authors. This was more of an overview of
the many ideas that were coming out at the time with some general descriptions of how they
worked and why they didn't last longer at the time.He talked about various steam-powered
vehicles (cars, buses, lorries, dirigibles, a motorcycle, and a plane) and described why petrol
vehicles "won" when electric and steam-powered vehicles were much more desirable (quieter,
more reliable, etc.). He described several stretches of pneumatic railway that were actually built
and why the technology was abandoned. He talked about wind-powered cars, the mechanical
telegraph network, mechanical computers and calculators, wireless sunlight phones, telegraph
fax machines, recording voice on metal wire or disks, their understanding of how televisions
could be made, home stereo music over the telephone line, attempts to make mechanical men
or animals, and solar-powered generators.I received an ebook review copy of this book from the
publisher through NetGalley.”

Mat McCall, “Enter the real world of Caractacus Potts.. I came across Simon Webb’s book purely
by accident while browsing through the internet. I am a Steampunk author and have been
involved in the British Steampunk scene for about 12 years now. I am also a Historian,
Archaeologist and Lecturer. I’ve taught a lot about the industrial revolution in Britain and the
Victorian era, and, as a Steampunk author, I’ve done a lot of research around the more
surprising technological inventions of the 19th century, but I’ve never read such a concise review
of the subject.Webb’s book opens up a Victorian world few of us have even imagined was real, a
world in which Caractacus Potts himself would have felt at home.Here, even the things we were
taught as facts, and taught as facts, are turned upside down. Steam-powered airplanes flying
before the Wright brothers ever got off the ground. A system exactly like Terry Pratchett’s ‘clacks’
was real and functioning across Britain and Europe. Cable music and news being piped into
homes, and palaces, before Marconi had invented the radio. Steam powered cars that could
reach over 100mph. And as for the atmospheric railways! Wow! The mind-boggling list goes
on.Webb’s book is a treasure trove of the incredible, whimsical and downright amazing, plus, as
a good history book should, it made me angry at some points. If solar power and electric
vehicles were so advanced in the Victorian age, why are we in the climatic and political mess we



are in today? Answer the answers are obvious, and Webb cites the reasons clearly; political
short sightedness, corruption, and industrialist's greed.I loved this book, and consume it in quick
time. I cannot recommend it any better than to quote Webb himself; “One might say that to be a
good author of Steampunk, a vital prerequisite is to be well versed in the history of nineteenth-
century technology.”I think all my fellow Steampunks, and anybody interested in the history of
the nineteenth century should read this book.”

Anne, “Fascinating Book of Astonishing Victorian Inventions. An absolute revelation of Victorian
achievements almost lost to history. How did these inventions fade from the British public
consciousness? Particularly steam powered flight and vacuum based transportation? This is
really staggering stuff and is the sort of history that ought to be taught in schools. It may give
modern children a better perspective on their countries recent past and the wonders that their
close ancestors created. Marvellous content written in a clear, easy to understand style. I would
recommend this book to anyone.”

Alan S., “Strange but true. This was a truly fascinating look at the reality behind some of
steampunk's tech. It's often been said that truth is stranger than fiction, and this book is a clear
endorsement of that. Superb.”

The book has a rating of  5 out of 4.7. 20 people have provided feedback.
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