
Giving Children a Sense of History 
Part 2:  

Building Up a Sense of History by Using Fiction 
 
 

 
This morning, as my daughters and I were breakfasting, I noticed a book lying on the floor      
of the living room: 20,000 Leagues under the Sea.  I walked over and picked it up.  The 
title on the spine, printed in a swirling golden cursive font, glimmered like sunlight on the 
surface of the waters.  I turned it over in my hand.  A heavy, well-bound book, with 
moderately-sized type printed on clean white paper, relatively new.  "Have you girls taken 
a look at this book yet?" I asked, turning to my daughters, seated at the table.    
 
They shook their heads.   

"Does it look boring because it's so big?"  I asked with a wry smile.   

They nodded.  "Yeah," one sighed.  "It doesn't look very interesting."   

The other cocked her head.  "I thought it was too big for us."  
 
I had checked out the book for them last Wednesday, about eight days ago, thinking that they might be 
drawn into the adventurousness of the tale.  So far it had sat on the shelf, or it had been bumped to the 
side, as they searched for a more toothsome read.  I had thought it might have gone over better.  
Treasure Island enjoyed a successful introduction in our house.  I opened the book and ran my eyes over 
the contents.   "20,000 Leagues under the Sea," I said slowly and softly.  "Do you know what this book 
is about?"  They shook their heads.  "Do you know what a league is?"  Again.    
 
I decided to read them the first chapter of 20,000 Leagues under the Sea at breakfast.  But rather than 
just pushing off, I thought to preface the narrative with the barest plot summary.  "Let me tell you what 
this book is about."  I paused for a moment in thought.  "This book was written a long time ago, maybe 
130 years ago.  And in this book...the sailors of a ship....discover something strange in the deep parts of 
the ocean...and they fight it."  
 
A decent beginning.  But what does "130 years ago" mean?  And what comes to mind 
when I speak of ships at sea?  My girls have lived landlocked their whole lives.  And 
how to relate the phenomenal foresight of Verne's mechanical imagination?  A 
straightforward reading of the text would entangle the threads of history and imagination, 
presenting Verne's fantastic submarine (over 350¢ long, exceeding the length of most of 
the sailing vessels of the 1860s) as something which actually did exist during the mid-
1800s—an anachronism which only confuses my project and works against my aims.  
 
I spoke to them of the author, Jules Verne.  I told them of how he lived long ago, and how he loved 
machines, and how he dreamed of many of the machines which we have now, but which didn't exist 
during his life.  How he dreamed of flying machines and rockets to the moon.  As I looked around me, I 
pointed to the devices in our home—the refrigerator, lamps, the electric stove, the battery-operated 
clock, the stereo—and asked the girls how they worked.  And when they didn't know, I tried to explain 
it.  Then I asked them if they could explain how people used to keep their food cold before refrigerators, 
how people lit rooms, listened to music, how they heated their homes and food, and so on, trying to 



awaken their curiosity. Finally, after what I believed was enough preparation, I threw off the last 
mooring rope and we drifted out into open water.    
 
As I read, from time to time I would stop and explain why the author was describing this or that, or I 
would ask them if they knew what a word meant.  If I hadn't bolstered the narrative with those 
explanations, certain lines or sections probably wouldn't have made as much sense.  For example,  "The 
newspapermen spilled gallons of ink over the event, and some even spilled a few drops of blood when 
arguments turned to blows and ended in personal insults."  But the story flowed along, like a great 
classic always does, and by the time I had gotten to the very last line, the hooker, the catch, the girls 
were caught.   

I closed the book.  "Whew!  You're right,"  I sighed.  "This was pretty boring after all.  No wonder you 
didn't want to read it."  
 
"Noooooooo!  Pleeeeeease keep reading!"  They howled and yowled and begged me to go on.    
 
But I didn't.  May it whet their appetite for the next time.   

 


