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We rarely think about how convenient our day-to-day lives are, especially in comparison
to those who lived one hundred or two hundred years in the past. To someone living in

the 1800s, ® the smartphone—which lets us communicate with people across the globe, access

any kind of information we might need, and enjoy ourselves with countless forms of
entertainment—would have seemed like something out of a fairy tale or a science fiction story.
Yet, for us, the smartphone has become so commonplace that we rarely consider the ways it
has changed our lives. Today, for example, if you want to buy some new clothes, there are
thousands of websites and fashion brands to choose from, and many of them will ship their
products halfway across the world to be delivered to your door. This kind of convenience
wasd ) [Oa Oto those living in the past. Without electronic devices and worldwide
communication, people in the past relied on much simpler technology to buy what they
needed. One of the most important developments of the late 1800s, especially in the United
States, was the development of the mail-order catalog. While we might think of mail-order
catalogs as being old-fashioned, the system of ordering goods through the mail transformed
the lives of countless rural Americans.

For most Americans living in the countryside in the 1800s, a shopping trip was not a
minor © inconvenience, like it is for most of us today. The personal automobile wouldn’t
become common until the early 1900s, so a journey to the store was often time-consuming
and involved riding in a horse or mule-drawn wagon over rough, dirt roads. In addition,

@ most rural Americans typically had access to only one store, which was called a general

store. The general store would sell many items, including clothing, farm equipment, groceries,
and medicine. However, if that store had high prices, or they didn’t have the exact product you

wanted to buy, there were no other options. When ¢ the mail-order catalog became available

in the late 1800s, people suddenly had access to thousands of products sold at a cheaper price
than ever before. The customer would receive a catalog in the mail, send an order form and
money in an envelope, and wait for the product to arrive at their door. In this sense, the mail-
order catalog was a kind of predecessor to modern online shopping giants like Amazon and
Rakuten.

As with online shopping, the mail-order catalog allowed people to buy virtually anything
they could imagine, from basic necessities like cooking utensils, flour, and seeds, to luxury
items like musical instruments, pocket watches, and clothing that followed the latest fashion

trends in New York, London, and Paris. Of course, in this time period ¢ many rural



Americans saved money by making their own clothing instead of paying a premium for ready-

made clothes. However, the mail-order catalog still made their lives easier by offering a range
of sewing machines, clothing patterns, and fabrics. By the early 1900s, the Sears catalog,
which was one of the most popular mail-order catalogs of its time, had over 100,000 products
for sale. Perhaps one of the most amazing things sold by the Sears catalog was a series of
houses. The customer would choose which style of house they wished to buy, send in an order
form, and Sears would deliver all of the materials and instructions needed to build the home.
Sears sold as many as 100,000 houses in its history, and many of these houses are still
standing.

Y When we look back at the history of the mail-order catalog, with its enormous rise in

popularity, we might be reminded of the ways that e-commerce* has changed the way people

think about shopping. When the Sears catalog began, it was just a small pamphlet selling a

few pocket watches. By 1969, though, Sears became the world’s largest retail seller of
commercial goods. Similarly, Amazon began as a small website that sold books. Now, almost
30 years later, Amazon is one of the largest retailers in the world, and they sell almost
anything one might imagine. It is interesting to think of what the next technological
revolution might bring, and the many ways that further technological advances might

O O (Jchange our daily lives.
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00 = O Although smartphones are a wonderful technology, the mail-order catalog was
more important.
O M O Without the development of the mail-order catalog, rural Americans could not
buy the things they needed.
O O O While the mail-order catalog seems outdated to us today, it was especially
important for many Americans because it allowed them to purchase a wider

range of goods much more easily than before.



O T O Just as the mail-order catalog eventually became unpopular, online shopping
will also be replaced by a newer and even more convenient method of
shopping.

O & O The mail-order catalog was the most important development of the 19th
century because it allowed people living in the countryside to purchase

anything they needed.
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Explorer and scientist Christian Clot put on a pair of dark glasses and stepped out of the
shadows into the bright spring sunshine. It was April 2021 and it had been forty days since
Clot and his team had gone underground in the Grotte de Lombrives cave in south-west France
with the intention of isolating not just from normal life, but from time itself. The group of
eight men and seven women — among them a jeweller, a nurse, a maths teacher — had locked
themselves in the sprawling cavern* on 14 March as part of the Deep Time research project.
Led by Clot, their goal was to live without clocks, daylight and outside contact to better
understand how the human mind adapts to a4 O Oworld — and, ultimately, learn more
about its impact on our thoughts, feelings and ability to function.

What the participants experienced was deeply strange — and still haunted some of them
months later. The artificially illuminated cave system, which stretched for over a kilometre,
contained separate, well-equipped areas for sleeping, cooking, socialising, scientific work and
toilet breaks. There was space for exploration and plenty of research work to be done. But
while the clocks outside counted down the minutes, hours and days of their forty-day isolation
at a predictable rate, inside, the volunteers began to perceive time in a dramatically different
way.

The full, extraordinary scale of this shift in time perception only became apparent when
the experiment ended. Without watches or the sun to tell them when to get up and when to
eat, when to work and when to sleep, they had settled into their own individual rhythms —
rhythms vastly out of kilter* with the normal twenty-four-hour cycle of daily life. On average,
data later showed, the volunteers began living, on average, thirty-two-hour days, sleeping for
twelve hours and spendingd . 0O Oawake. Some slipped into a mind-boggling* sixty-hour
cycle. But while the participants went about life at their own, seemingly steady pace inside
the cave, time was passing far faster than they imagined.

‘When people came to tell us théd 4 O 1 [Odays had finished, it was impossible for us to
accept it,” Clot told us in an interview. ‘We were sure they were lying to us. In my mind, only
twenty-nine days had passed.” Clot’s experience was replicated* throughout the group, with
one volunteer estimating that they had spent just twenty-three days in the cave. On average,
the group thought approximately 25 per cent less time had passed than actually had. ‘Even
now, some of us still can’t accept it,; added Clot. “They have the facts, of course, but they still
think someone stole thosé] 4 [ 1 [Odays.’

On the face of it, this may sound familiar — we have all experienced time appearing to



speed up or slow down in extreme situations. But what causes these radical fluctuations® in
time perception — and how can it affect the way we think more broadly? Time isn’t just one
thing — @ we measure it and perceive it in two very different ways. The time we measure with
a watchC let’s call it ‘clock time’dzessentially marks Earth’s predictable passage around the
sun. It takes a year for the Earth to orbit our star and a day for it to rotate on its axis.dz ] O dz

The way we perceive time, however, is very different. In fact, we are all timéJ 1 O O

of sorts. ® Even as the hands of our watch sweep round the dial at a constant rate, we may

feel that time is moving faster, or slower, depending on our mood, what we’re doing and how

old we are. In a scary situation, such as a car accident, for example, time can seemingly grind
to a near standstill*, as if the event is being played in slow motion. Conversely, time often
appears to speed up as we age — a phenomenon that dramatically affects how we think. This
sense that time is passing more quickly as we get older may make us anxious and regretful,
trigger a mid-life crisis and result in impulsive* behaviour, from buying a sports car or
quitting a job to having an affair.
30 0 dz

But another intriguing* theory, which is supported by early data from Clot’s cave
experiment, suggests that time perception is closely related to memory. After all, we don’t just
experience the passage of time as we live it — ‘prospectively’ — we also experience it
‘retrospectively*’, through our memories. This is why, paradoxically, it can feel like time is
ticking by incredibly slowly while you are doing something boring, but extended periods of
mundane* activity can seem to have zoomed past when you look back at them. You may have

noticed this through ¢ the COVID-19* lockdowns, which many described as living in an

‘eternal present’, during which an hour, spent bored at home, seemed like an eternity. In
retrospect, however, 2020, a year relatively bereft* of memorable moments, seemed to have
flown by.

The relationship between time perception and memory is important because it offers
clues as to how we can feel more in control of our time and, crucially, how we can feel that we
are living a fuller, moréJ 4 [0 Olife. Inour early years, we are bombarded* with dazzlingly

01 Ou Oexperiences. Think of all the “first’ experiences you had as a child — smelling,
touching, seeing, hearing and learning the skills needed to make sense of those experiences.
And all this new information requires memory. As we age, however, life becomes ever more

0. O. Oand we settle into predictable routines, placing fewer demands on our memory. The
science suggests that time appears to slow down — at least retrospectively — when we are
subject to more sensory* inputs and make more memories, such as during childhood, a

thrilling holiday, a first date or a car crash. But it speeds up as we get older, life becomes



more mundane, we encounter fewer ]y [0 4 [Isituations and the richness of new memories

reduces. Indeed, MRI* scans showed that ¢ the participants in Clot’s experiment experienced

a shrinking of parts of the brain, such as the hippocampus*, related to immediate memory. In

the bland confines of the cave and cut off from all the information we must normally process
in the outside world, the volunteers began to remember less. And with fewer memories to

mark its passage, the time they spent in the cave felt like it had passed more quickly.

Miriam Frankel and Matt Warren, Are You Thinking Clearly?
O Hodder Studio, 2022(] pp. 5-8.
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