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 Praise for How to Create the Perfect Wife

 ‘In this enthralling, brilliantly researched book, Wendy Moore has
uncovered a story so weird that you have to keep reminding yourself
that it actually happened’ Kathryn Hughes, Mail on Sunday

‘Moore has again found an excruciatingly gruesome and fascinating
story . . . It is pleasing to see a writer bringing together painstaking
research with gripping storytelling. I can’t wait for her next book’

Andrea Wulf, Guardian

‘In this riveting tale of Enlightenment theory gone haywire, Wendy
Moore offers an unforgettable portrait of Rousseau’s most deranged
eighteenth-century
acolyte (Robespierre included!). With exemplary
research and tremendous wit, she offers an invaluable, if utterly disturbing,
cautionary tale about the uses and abuses of the philosophes’
putatively progressive thought’

Caroline Weber, author of Queen of Fashion:

What Marie Antoinette Wore to the Revolution

‘Wendy Moore has written before about brutal oddball Georgians, but
what is so intriguing about this rollicking and well-researched
book is
just how confoundedly, detestably hypocritical her central character is
. . . This is a sordid tale, splendidly told’

Helen Davies, Sunday Times

‘With gusto and glee Wendy Moore takes on the paradoxes of “the
Age of Reason” and the tyranny of public probity and private morality‘

Iain Finlayson, The Times

‘Compelling and meticulously researched’

Orlando Bird, Financial Times

‘Only Wendy Moore has the genius to find and bring to glorious life
the hidden histories, the personal follies, and very human desires of
our eighteenth-century
ancestors. How to Create the Perfect Wife is a
perfect read’

Amanda Foreman, author of Georgiana, Duchess of Devonshire and A World on Fire

  
 WENDY MOORE is an award-winning
journalist and author. Her first
book, The Knife Man, was on the Medical Journalists’ Association
Consumer Book Award and was shortlisted for both the Saltire and
Marsh Biography Awards. It is currently being adapted for television
by David Cronenberg. Her second book, Wedlock, was a no. 1 bestseller
and was chosen for the Channel 4 TV Book Club. She lives in
London with her husband and two children.
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  Margaret

  London, spring 1769

  

  

  

  

  Spring sunshine warmed the ancient brick walls of the courtyards and chambers in Londons legal quarter. The jet of water which leapt up
  thirty feet in Fountain Court sparkled in the light before splashing noisily into its basin. The seasonal warmth coaxed the blossom to burst out on the trees and the young law students to burst
  from their rooms and saunter through the gardens beside the river. But for one law student the arrival of spring brought gloom, not cheer.

  Thomas Day read the letter from his fiance in Ireland with incredulity.1 He had said goodbye to Margaret Edgeworth the previous autumn with
  every expectation that they would be married the coming summer. All through the winter, Day had bent dutifully over his law books in earnest anticipation of his approaching wedding. Now Margaret
  had written to tell him that she wanted to break off the engagement. Day was mortified. Reeling from a mixture of horror and humiliation, he sank into a deep depression.

  In truth the news should hardly have been surprising, for the romance had been shaky from the start. Although he was only 20 years old, Day had been romantically disappointed on at least one
  previous occasion and had been understandably wary of forming a new attachment. So when he first met Margaret, the younger sister of his ebullient Irish friend Richard Lovell Edgeworth, a year
  earlier, there had been no immediate attraction. At a loose end after leaving Oxford University the previous year, Day had jumped at the chance to travel to Ireland for the summer with Edgeworth
  and Edgeworths young son Dick. On arrival at the Edgeworth ancestral home amid the flat fields and black bogs of County Longford, Day had greeted Margaret with initial
  disdain and she, likewise, had shown scant interest in her brothers friend. It seemed, indeed, that the two were opposites in every conceivable way.

  At 22, Margaret was considered one of the most attractive, intelligent and sophisticated women in the county. Brought up with a keen awareness of her long ancestry within one of Irelands
  powerful Anglo-Irish families, Margaret had been introduced into the drawing rooms of landed society at an early age. Confident and refined, she had a gift for witty conversation and a reputation
  for impeccable style. One acquaintance would later remark that if Margaret appeared on his doorstep dressed in rags and holding a begging bowl he would still have felt impelled to address her as
  Madam.2

  Two years her junior, Thomas Day was not the most obviously eligible of bachelors. Although he was certainly clever, undoubtedly well educated and was shortly due to inherit a considerable
  fortune, Days personal attributes were decidedly marred by his comical appearance and unconventional manners. Tall and well built, with curling black hair and large hazel eyes, he might have
  been considered handsome were it not for his stooped shoulders, the severe smallpox scars that pitted his face, and his oddly dishevelled appearance. Scornful of the contemporary custom for cropped
  hair covered with a neat wig, Day left his hair long, lank and tangled. Eschewing fashionable dress, he wore plain, drab clothes which were invariably crumpled and askew. Even his close friend
  Edgeworth had to admit: Mr. Days exterior was not at that time prepossessing, he seldom combed his raven locks, though he was remarkably fond of washing in the
  stream.3 And as his unorthodox approach to personal hygiene might suggest, Day showed no regard for accepted etiquette.

  At the dinner table his manners appalled Edgeworths father. Whether Day slurped his soup or rested his muddy boots on the table was left unsaid but certainly Edgeworth senior took
  a violent prejudice against Day in consequence of something in the manner of his eating and sitting at table, which appeared unsuitable to his rank in life.4 Over tea in the parlour Day made no attempt at small talk, preferring either to remain sulkily silent or to stand and declaim his dogmatic views loudly and at
  length.

  Yet for all his slovenly appearance and boorish manners, there was evidently something about the youth that appealed to some men  Edgeworth for one  and
  occasionally some women. Days firm commitment to human rights struck a chord with fellow radicals while his determination to help those worse off than himself had earned him many admirers.
  University friends at Oxford and fellow law students in London treated Day as something of an absent-minded philosopher or a romantic rebel. His espousal of chivalric values and classical heroes
  harked back to a past age; his opposition to the class system and traditional hierarchies seemed to anticipate a distant future. Certainly his ideas were out of step with the consumer-driven,
  celebrity-obsessed, fashion-mad culture which was dominant in Georgian Britain.

  At first, therefore, Day and Margaret appeared to have nothing in common. Repulsed by her brothers loutish friend and his daring ideas, Margaret kept out of his way as much as politeness
  allowed. Equally contemptuous of his friends elegant sister and her polished manners, Day gave Margaret a wide berth. To Day, Margaret represented a sort of being for which he had a
  feeling of something like horror, her brother Edgeworth recorded. And so for the first few weeks in the large country house the pair had maintained an awful distance. But as
  they spent more and more time together during uncomfortable meals and strained social occasions over the early summer of 1768, they had gradually discovered some mutual interests.

  Margaret found herself increasingly intrigued by the eccentric Englishman. She too had been disappointed in love  by a dashing but unsuitable English army officer  and Day offered
  a refreshing contrast to the fawning beaux who usually competed for her attentions. Managing to overlook his lack of grooming and poor social skills, she was moved by the powerful monologues Day
  delivered on improving the lot of humanity and grew to admire his philanthropic plans. Drawing Day into conversation, Margarets easy manners, and agreeable conversation managed
  to unbend Days aloof conduct, noted Edgeworth. At the same time Day became entranced by his clever and attractive hostess. He discovered a shared interest in literature and
  nature as well as finding a few differences of opinion on the importance of etiquette and aristocratic habits. According to Edgeworth his smart little sister could always run rings
  around Day when arguing her point; it was only when he was alone with Day that Edgeworth found Mr. Days eloquence prevailed. As in the best of romantic comedies, the cut and
  thrust of verbal sparring led to heated passions.

  At the beginning of August, Day cautiously proposed to Margaret and she tentatively accepted. When the pair announced their intentions to the assembled family, Edgeworth
  senior refused point blank to give the marriage his blessing, having taken resolutely against the scruffy English youth from Prejudices too ridiculous to mention, in Days
  words. But Margaret determined that she would go ahead regardless and so the pair agreed that they would marry as soon as Day turned 21 the following summer. Postponing his return to London so that
  he and his future spouse could get to know each other a little better, Day stayed on in the Edgeworth country home as the summer faded. In retrospect this was not such a good idea. For as Day
  outlined his vision of marital bliss Margarets ardour began to cool.

  Inspired by an admiration for the Stoics, the ancient Greek school of philosophy devoted to noble virtue and self-sacrifice, Day intended to live a frugal existence in a secluded rural retreat
  devoid of all comforts or diversions and with only his future spouse for company. Impassioned by the ideas of Jean-Jacques Rousseau, the Geneva-born philosopher who urged a return to nature, Day
  believed that with the right partner they would both find joy and fulfilment in austere isolation. And to gild his picture of happy married life, Day patiently explained to his fiance that
  the childish Passion calld love was only a figment of the imagination which no rational being should indulge. As he told a friend at the time: Love I am firmly
  convincd is the Effect of Prejudice & Imagination; a rational Mind is incapable of it, at least in any great Degree. Day believed that the woman he married should want to spend
  her life with him out of a strictly logical attachment  or an Idea of Preference for me.5 Initially, through August, Margaret had
  been swayed by this image of a simple life in a rose-covered cottage with her saintly helpmeet. By September, as the days shortened and the autumn chill set in, she had got cold feet.

  Confessing that her feelings had changed, and that she now felt perfectly indifferent as to whether they married or not, Margaret volunteered to marry him still if neither of them
  found a more suitable partner within the next twelve months. Although he was naturally peeved at this sudden turnaround, Day grudgingly consented in the confident belief that Margaret would
  scarcely find another Character she can coolly & deliberately think comparable to mine  a statement which was probably true.

  But just as Day was about to sail back to England in October, Margaret professed a rekindled warmth for him. She is concernd I am going to leave her, she
  acknowledges it, & that she loves me better than she herself thought, Day announced jubilantly to a friend. She would marry him after all, Margaret declared  as long as Day made a
  few efforts to smarten up his appearance. Leaving Margaret with a stack of books on metaphysics for her enlightenment, Day had returned to London to resume his law studies and looked forward to his
  June wedding with confidence.

  Although none of their friends was in the least surprised by Margarets change of heart the following spring, the news came as a complete shock to Day. He had suffered rejection before as
  a student at Oxford; then he had described the woman who spurned him as a Bitch.6 But this time was far, far worse. Against his better
  judgement he had allowed himself to trust a womans promises again, and again he had been cruelly rejected. He had placed all his faith in obtaining the lifelong partner with whom he could
  share his dream and been rudely disappointed. He had told family and friends of his wedding plans and now he had to disabuse them. Disgusted by Margarets fluctuating feelings, Day reacted
  with bitterness and rage. He would later describe Margaret as a toad, which I would not injure, but cannot help beholding with abhorrence.7
  So as his fellow law students ambled and cavorted in the spring sunshine, Thomas Day languished in misery.

  Many men his age, including some of his friends, had suffered similar romantic setbacks. Young men and women always had and they always would. As wretched as rejection could feel, most people
  would eventually resurface and acknowedge that they had not yet met the right partner. Day, however, refused to acknowledge this view. Utterly baffled as to why any woman should want to reject him,
  Day came to a startling conclusion. Since, at the age of 20, he had yet not found the right woman, the right woman did not exist.

  Strangely, perhaps, this revelation did not put Day off the idea of marriage. His conviction that he should marry remained as strong as ever. Equally Day was just as committed to his
  Scheme of Life, exiled in a bleak rural hideaway with his lucky female candidate. But his brief experience of romantic affairs had firmly convinced him that he would never find his
  ideal woman in contemporary society. And the broken engagement confirmed his suspicion that women were universally shallow, fickle and untrustworthy. These my Friend are
  the Prejudices & Caprices with which the whole Sex are infected, he had complained to one friend during Margarets earlier wavering; nothing can please but what is
  extravigant, irrational.8 Yet he did not blame the female sex per se for their fatal shortcomings.

  Women were the weaker sex physically and intellectually  that much was clear. But perhaps that deficiency was largely the result of their upbringing and education, Day reasoned. While
  boys were trained in boarding schools and universities to become future leaders who would one day occupy key positions in the Church, law, medicine, business and government, girls were taught at
  home  or briefly in schools if they were lucky  chiefly to ply an embroidery needle, flutter their dainty fingers across a harpsichord and make pretty conversation at tea parties.
  Excluded from universities and law schools, and therefore denied entry into the medical, legal and clerical professions, women were essentially trained to run an efficient household and make a man
  happy.

  Yet while most people within eighteenth-century society accepted that women were inherently inferior to men, Day came to a boldly progressive view: The Female Mind is doubtless
  susceptible of some Degree of Perfection, he argued. It was simply the way that women were brought up in the fatuous, faddish, superficial world that turned them into giggling, flouncing
  creatures who changed their minds as easily as they changed their gowns. The pioneering writer Mary Wollstonecraft would later applaud his liberal ideas on womens education, but Day was no
  harbinger of female equality.

  Day wanted a life-long partner who would be just as clever, well-read and witty as his brilliant male friends. He craved a lover with whom he could discourse on politics, philosophy and
  literature as freely as he could in male company. He desired a companion who would be physically as tough and hardy as he was. In short he wanted a woman who would be more like a man. But he was
  only human  and male. So for all his apparently egalitarian views on education, Day wanted his future spouse to suppress her natural intelligence and subvert her acquired learning in
  deference to his views and desires. Born out of Days fascination for classical myth and romantic notions of pastoral innocence, his perfect woman would be young and beautiful like a Greek or
  Roman goddess. She would be pure and virginal like a simple country maiden. Hardy and fearless, she would possess the physical constitution of a Spartan bride; artless and
  unaffected, she would share the plain tastes in food, clothing and lifestyle of a humble peasant girl. And above all, of course, she would regard Day as her master, her teacher and her superior.
  She would be completely subservient to his needs and whims and utterly in thrall to his ideas and beliefs. How would he ever obtain the woman of his dreams?

  Then, out of the pit of his despair, came a bold and daring plan. If only he could control a womans education from the beginning, perhaps he could make for himself an equal  a
  woman who would be worthy of him. It was a scheme that had been fermenting in his mind for some years. He had returned to this wild notion the previous summer during the shifting relationship with
  Margaret. At that point he had confided to a friend: I am now going to try whether by taking a Womans Mind before it is prejudicd, it may be possible to prevent them
  [prejudices]. Then he had been diverted by Margarets revived interest and put the idea to one side. Now he determined that he would go ahead with his experiment after all.

  If the perfect wife did not exist then he would simply have to create her.
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  Laura

  Stoke Newington, near London, c. 1753

  

  

  

  

  The crowded room hushed as the small boy, dressed in infants petticoats, piped up with a question for the vicar.1 Bright and precocious, the young lad had already learned to read but had been puzzled by a particular phrase he had come across in the Bible. When he had asked his mother for an
  explanation she had briskly swept the matter aside and suggested that he ask the parish vicar when he next visited the house. No doubt his mother hoped that the child would soon forget his
  question, but there was no chance of that. Now that the vicar had finally come, an honoured guest at one of his mothers tea parties, the boy pushed his way to the middle of the room and
  loudly voiced his query: Sir, I want to know who the whore of Babylon is?

  As the guests turned to stare, the embarrassed parson was lost for words. The boy was probably not the first person to ask him for an explanation of the Mother of Prostitutes,
  described in the Book of Revelation as sitting astride a scarlet beast with seven heads and ten horns; but he was almost certainly the youngest. Finally regaining his composure, the vicar replied:
  My dear, that is allegorical. But this platitude, which might have silenced most of his parishioners, did not satisfy his young inquisitor. Allegorical? the boy
  spluttered. I do not understand that word. Throwing a look of contempt at the cleric, he ran to his mother and whispered loudly: He knows nothing about it.

  An only son brought up by his widowed mother, Thomas Day had learned to challenge authority from an early age. Born on 22 June 1748, in Londons East End, Thomas was the only child of a prosperous government official, also named Thomas Day, who had accumulated a portfolio of country estates, and his wife Jane, who was the daughter of a rich city
  merchant.2 Since his father was in his late fifties and his mother less than half that age at the time of their wedding, the marriage was probably one of
  economic convenience rather than a love match. But when their son and heir was born two years later he was very much a planned and wanted child.

  The family lived in a large four-storey house in Wellclose Square, a fashionable address close to the Port of Londons Custom House where Thomass father held a lucrative post
  collecting export taxes. Baby Thomas was baptised by his proud parents on 8 July in the nearby church of St George-in-the-East.3 But only a year later,
  his father died leaving 13-month-old Thomas an enviable fortune in land and property to be held in trust until he reached the age of 21. The infant grew up in the secure knowledge that he would
  never have to work to earn his bread.

  From his father, who bequeathed gifts to more than 150 friends, servants and tenants in his will, Thomas inherited a commitment to help people in need as well as the money to fulfil that desire.
  From his mother, who once stared down a bull she surprised when crossing a field, Thomas inherited an intractable obstinacy and unshakeable self-belief.4
  It was a heady combination. Thomas grew into a serious and solemn boy with a strong urge to do good and a fierce sense of entitlement.

  Soon after she was widowed, the formidable Mrs Day moved with Thomas to Stoke Newington, a village several miles north of the citys smog, for the sake of her sons
  health.5 As she established herself in village society, Mrs Day enjoyed showing off her clever sons talents to guests at convivial tea
  parties.

  Devoted to his mother, Thomass small world was turned upside down when she married again, to Thomas Phillips, a junior colleague and friend of his late fathers who was also an
  executor of his will. The event was climactic in seven-year-old Thomass life. As a child he was naturally dependent on his mother and yet, since he was his fathers sole heir, she was
  financially dependent on him. Strong-willed and self-sufficient yet utterly doting and dedicated to his every whim, his mother represented the pinnacle of female perfection in her small sons eyes. No woman could ever hope to match this ideal. It was a perfect and perfectly exclusive relationship which fulfilled every need he could possibly have encountered in
  his short sweet life to date. Although it was plain, since she had faced down that bull, that Mrs Day was more than capable of looking after herself, in the mind of the seven-year-old boy who was
  technically head of the family, he was her protector against threats and dangers. It is easy to imagine the young boys alarm at the idea of a towering adult male bearing down on his beloved
  mother.

  Thomas and his stepfather would never see eye to eye. As one of the guardians charged with supervising the boys fortune and education, Phillips played a dominant role in steering his
  stepsons upbringing and governing his expenditure. To his face, Day would always be respectful in accordance with the filial duty expected of children in the eighteenth century. Behind his
  back, he would sneeringly describe Phillips as one of those common characters who had improved his fortunes through a judicious marriage.6
  Resentful of his stepfathers control over his life, he would accuse him of a busy teizing interference in circumstances, with which [he had] no real concern.

  Three certainly proved to be a crowd in the Day household. The moody young boy was promptly despatched to a Stoke Newington boarding school while the newly-weds moved to a country house at
  Barehill, near Wargrave, in Berkshire.7 Thomas returned briefly to his mothers arms when he came home to recuperate after catching smallpox. Like
  many youngsters fortunate enough to survive the disease he was left with unsightly scars on his face. But no sooner had he recovered than he was smartly packed off again, this time to the centre of
  London, to spend the next seven years learning Latin, Greek, grammar and algebra at Charterhouse, one of Englands foremost public schools.

  One of about a hundred boarding pupils, young Thomas quickly learned his place in the school pecking order. Within the picturesque medieval quadrangles and sprawling grounds, thuggery reigned
   among masters and pupils alike  as in any public school of its day.8 The headmaster, Dr Lewis Crusius, had carved out a reputation for
  ability and discipline and the latter skill was studiously copied throughout the school hierarchy. The masters administered regular floggings to erring pupils, the prefects beat the
  boys under their command, and the older boys felt free to batter the younger pupils in their turn.

  Surviving this ritualised violence was regarded as an integral part of an upper-class boys education. School floggings were public spectacles which both the victim and the spectators were
  expected to withstand with courage and stoicism. Customs such as roasting small boys in front of a fire and tossing newcomers in a blanket were tolerated by the school establishment.
  Along with these beatings and torments, schoolboys had to endure extreme physical hardship. Their meals were meagre and unpalatable, the dormitories draughty and crowded, and the days long. At
  Charterhouse, the boys were dragged from their shared beds at five each morning and only allowed to crawl back under the covers late at night.

  Thrown into this brutal regime at the age of nine, Thomas not only survived but thrived. Rising early in the chilly dormitory to a breakfast of cold grey porridge, he drew strength from the
  philosophy and lifestyle expounded by the Stoics. As he was being pushed and shoved on packed classroom benches, he was inspired by the heroes of classical history and literature and their feats of
  physical and mental courage. If other boys grumbled at the discomforts, Thomas took pride in enduring the hardship and relished the simple life.

  Progressing through the forms, Thomas outpaced his schoolfellows in height and strength. He even gained a reputation as a champion at boxing in the schools makeshift ring.9 Just like his mother facing down the charging bull, he learned to stand his ground against bigger and stronger opponents. In one match, the boys cheered Thomas on as
  he pounded another pugilist, but just as he was on the point of pummelling his rival into submission he suddenly dropped his fists and helped his opponent to his feet, announcing that the match was
  an uneven contest. Pride in his hardiness and physique would always compete with his sense of fair play.

  No doubt it was his fame in the boxing ring as much as his personal qualities that attracted the admiration of older schoolboys. Thomas formed strong friendships at school that would last all
  his life and helped to compensate for the lost intimacy with his mother. In particular, he made friends with John Bicknell, the clever son of a London lawyer, who was two years his senior, and with
  William Seward, the only son of a London brewer, who was a year older than Day. Indeed, one version of the boxing story had Seward as the sorry loser of the bout.10 Sharing a passion for literature and classical history, as well as a youthful compulsion to right injustice, these three forged a firm bond.

  A pale youth with delicate features, Bicknell left Charterhouse before Day to follow in the family tradition and embark on a career in law. Without the luxury of an independent income waiting
  for him, Bicknell needed a profession to earn his living. At 16 he enrolled at Middle Temple, one of the four ancient Inns of Court between Holborn and the Thames which trained young men to become
  barristers. Studying his law books just a short stroll from his old school, Bicknell remained Days closest friend and confidant. Together they nursed literary ambitions and dreamed of
  publishing success. With typical teenagers contempt for convention and an urge to put the world to rights, they co-wrote a poem they called The Triumph of Politeness. A witty
  satire that poked fun at vanity and fashion, it was published in a London newspaper in 1764 under the pseudonym Knife and Fork, when Day was still a 15-year-old schoolboy and Bicknell
  a 17-year-old law student.11

  Although Day left Charterhouse for Oxford University before he reached 16 in 1764, at the same time as Seward, it was Bicknell with whom he remained close. As one contemporary put it, Bicknell
  was in the strictest sense, the friend and companion of his youth.12 Ever ready to humour Days increasingly strident views, whether
  on conduct he despised or individuals he disliked, Bicknell would always be willing to fall in with his plans. Like a knife and fork, they were a well-matched pair.

  From the summit of Shotover Hill on the approach from London to Oxford, the first sight of the citys spires glittering in the sunshine suggested a tranquil haven perfect
  for study and philosophical contemplation. Arriving at Oxford in the summer of 1764, eager to indulge his love of the classics, Day soon discovered that appearances could be deceptive.

  Like its rival Cambridge, Oxford had become virtually moribund by the middle of the 1700s. With student numbers at their lowest ever and college funds greatly depleted, academic study was
  notable by its absence. The colleges were half-empty, the professors half-hearted and lectures and tutorials had become a rarity. The historian Edward Gibbon, author of The
  Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, who was admitted to Oxford in the decade before Days arrival, described the few lessons he attended as devoid of profit or pleasure
  and summed up the fourteen months he spent at the university as the the most idle and unprofitable of my life.13

  The decline and fall in standards at Oxford was so profound that most students spent their days in an endless round of drinking and rabble-rousing. For the students in the top two tiers of the
  university hierarchy  the nobles and gentleman-commoners who paid the highest fees  the day began at a leisurely hour when a servitor, a poor
  student from the lowest rung, brought breakfast to their rooms. The rest of the morning was devoted to dressing for dinner which was served in the college dining hall at 1 or 2 p.m. and was
  followed by dessert  a gargantuan spread of puddings, cakes and cheese washed down with copious amounts of wine, usually consumed in a friends rooms over the space of several hours.
  What remained of the day and evening was spent in a spree of drinking and drunken brawls in the coffee houses and taverns that abounded within the city walls. With little time for study in this
  demanding timetable any spare hours were generally taken up with private lessons in order to acquire the requisite social graces such as dancing, fencing and horsemanship, or in seducing the women
  of the town.

  For a healthy, vigorous teenage boy, released from the austerity and discipline of an all-male boarding school, such temptations might have proved overwhelming. But not for Thomas Day. Arriving
  in Oxford in his black silk gown and velvet mortar board on the first day of June, Day enrolled at Corpus Christi College as a gentleman-commoner and looked forward to some serious study and
  philosophical enlightenment.14

  One of the oldest and smallest of the Oxford colleges, Corpus Christi provided a sanctuary of sunlit quadrangles and cool cloisters nestled within the citys medieval walls. But the
  colleges serene surroundings belied a reputation for misbehaviour that was at least as outrageous as that of its rivals. One scholar had recently been expelled after lighting a bonfire of
  books and furniture in the Fellows Common Room. Another student had been caught smuggling a woman into his rooms by disguising her in a scholars black gown. And in later years the
  college chaplain would be reprimanded, albeit mildly, for misbehaviour, drunkenness, extravagance, and other irregularities.

  Settling into his suite of rooms after the cramped and spartan regime of Charterhouse, Day could have been forgiven for succumbing to the pleasures of university life. As a gentleman-commoner,
  paying hefty fees to the college, he was entitled to all the privileges of his rank including the services of a personal servitor to bring him coffee and rolls each morning and to wait on him at
  dinner in the dining hall. To cover his expenses at Oxford, Day most probably received a quarterly allowance provided out of his trust fund. Although his future inheritance remained in the grip of
  his penny-pinching stepfather Phillips, these college funds would still have totalled what Gibbon described as more money than a schoolboy had ever seen. But far from using his
  newfound liberty to indulge in the usual diversions, the excesses Day encountered at Oxford only reinforced his distaste for the trappings of wealth and luxury.

  Although he fraternised with his old school chum Seward and made some new friends among the more serious students at Oxford, Day trod a singular path. While his fellow scholars squandered their
  funds on fine clothes, gourmet food and vintage wines, Day lived sparingly. While other students were fitted for embroidered silk garments and spent hours at the barbers being coiffed and powdered,
  Day wore dowdy, outmoded clothes and grew his hair long. He drank water instead of wine, dined on the plainest food, rarely ate meat and even considered vegetarianism.

  Most controversially of all, Day liked to study. As other students caroused into the night, he pored over his books. And in the absence of lectures by tutors, Day spouted long speeches on any
  conceivable topic to anyone who would listen. Day liked to descant at large and at length upon whatever became the subject of conversation, said one long-suffering friend. From
  the deepest political investigation, to the most frivolous circumstance of daily life, Mr. Day found something to descant upon.15 As another
  acquaintance put it, Mr. Day always talked like a book. In male company Days diatribes were grudgingly tolerated. In mixed company, his imperious lectures seemed
  discourteous and absurd. In particular, Days insistence even in the company of women, to descant on the evils brought upon mankind by love did him no favours with the opposite
  sex. While his fellow students smuggled girls into their rooms, Day was disgusted by their lascivious antics and felt awkward and uncomfortable with women.

  Alone in his rooms, he poured his jumbled emotions into long, rambling letters to Bicknell.16 Writing early in the morning before his servitor
  brought breakfast or late at night when the candle had almost burned down, Day complained about the shallowness of mutual friends and yearned for some deeper meaning in life. An University
  is the finest thing in the World to compleat the Coxcomb & the Fool, he declared after meeting a friend of Bicknells who was newly arrived at Oxford. I askd him to
  drink Tea with me tomorrow. Sir I will do myself the Pleasure of waiting upon you but I never drink Tea, Day mimicked and exclaimed, surely Heaven never created a
  greater Poppy. Doubtless Bicknell regretted ever asking Day to help his friend settle in.

  Yet Day was easily hurt by supposed slights and craved companionship. Explain the mystery of Sewards breaches, he demanded of Bicknell. When Bicknell tried to excuse their
  friend by blaming his aloofness on a quirk of character, Day curtly replied, it is this Coldness of Disposition which I complain of. Seward left Oxford prematurely to travel abroad
  soon after but Day shed few tears at his departure. Instead he made friends with other misfits, such as Richard Warburton-Lytton, a brilliant scholar and eccentric aristocrat who had inherited
  Knebworth House in Hertfordshire from an uncle.17 A shy, short-sighted man  he once mistook a statue on Oxfords Magdalen Bridge for a
  woman whom he accused of staring at him  Warburton-Lytton became a life-long friend who venerated Days uncommon abilities and was inspired by Days ideas on female
  education. Another new friend was William Jones, an expert linguist who would earn himself the nickname Oriental Jones. Having taught himself Hebrew and Arabic while still at school,
  he was busy translating the Arabian Nights back into its original tongue.

  Without a syllabus, tutorials, or exams  for he had no intention of actually taking his degree  Day devised his own reading list and exchanged views with Bicknell. The pair fed
  their appetite for free thinking by snapping up the most controversial works of the moment. Day devoured an English translation of Voltaires inflammatory Dictionnaire Philosophique
  soon after its publication in 1764. Burned in Paris and Geneva and banned elsewhere for its criticism of the Catholic Church, the book was staunchly defended by Day. I
  cannot say I think it calculated to do so much Harm, as to deserve a public Execution, he told Bicknell. At the same time Day was drawn to the views of the Scottish philosopher David Hume,
  who had been condemned by many for his atheistic outlook. He admired Humes book An Enquiry Concerning Human Understanding, with its rational approach to explaining how people reason
  and shape ideas. Scientific explanations for human emotions such as love seemed to make perfect sense to Days logical mind. As he consumed such texts his scepticism towards religion grew.
  The contemptuous child who had challenged the vicar was now ready to reject religious authority altogether. But in its place he needed an alternative philosophy  a new faith.

  Engaged on his programme of solo research Day devoted his time to the discovery of moral truths which he pursued, according to one friend, with the severity of logical
  induction and the depth of metaphysical research.18 Like any bright and inquiring adolescent, he was struggling to find a meaning to life.
  Briefly he considered a career in law and enrolled at Middle Temple  where Bicknell was already a student  in early 1765 while he was still studying at Oxford. But he soon abandoned
  any plans to practise law.19 He wrote to Bicknell, let me hear concerning what is of some Moment to me. Let me hear concerning Life; what the
  right Notion is; & what I am to stand for on occasion. Searching for a purpose that would govern his future, Day came to the conclusion that the pursuit of virtue should become his
  lifes goal.

  Virtue was a noble ideal, and one which had gained totemic status among eighteenth-century writers and thinkers.20 In his dictionary published in
  1755, Samuel Johnson defined virtue as moral goodness, moral excellence, or valour, but for many of the eras greatest minds this was a gross oversimplification. Combining lofty notions of
  patriotism, bravery against tyranny, fairness in the face of social injustice and charitable acts to those in need with more prosaic ideas of politeness and good breeding, virtue could mean all
  things to all people. The philosopher John Locke, whose ideas remained influential throughout the eighteenth century, argued that social graces and good manners were essential components of virtue.
  Virtue was therefore the territory of the rich and well educated. But the writer Bernard Mandeville, in his satirical poem The Fable of the Bees: or Private Vices, Publick
  Benefits published in 1705, insisted that good deeds were really motivated by vanity and self-love. Other writers, such as Gibbon, called for a return to traditional values, like those held by
  the ancient Greeks and early Romans, yet modernists such as Hume believed that past ideas of virtue were anachronistic in the present day.

  While philosophers and poets battled with this thorny conundrum, the young Thomas Day was certain that he had the measure of virtue. Surely there is such a Thing as Virtue, he
  insisted to Bicknell, it exists in Reality, & only wears different Appearances as it conforms to the different Customs & receivd Prejudices of the Times. In a rapidly
  changing world, where ideas of personal liberty and human rights were being hotly debated, Day believed the true Standard of Virtue has been, is, & shall always be the same.

  And so, even before he was out of his teens, Thomas Day resolved to become the very model of the virtuous man. Inspired by the heroes of classical history he determined to commit his energies,
  talents and  most importantly  his fortune to doing good works. Like the Stoics of classical Greece, he would devote himself to a life of simplicity and self-sacrifice, he would scorn
  all luxury, fashion and pleasure, and would practise philanthropy and altruism. In the midst of the debauchery and decadence at Oxford, the idealistic young Day decided to live his life according
  to the highest standards of honest, upright and moral behaviour  or at least so far as he defined these. But it would be no easy option. As one friend put it, Day dedicated himself to
  the unremitting practice of the severest virtue. He would take no personal pleasure in his devotion; he would wear virtue like a hair shirt.

  Determined on his true path in life, Day now lacked only one thing: a soulmate to share his vision. For a single man in possession of a fortune, as Jane Austen would astutely
  note, must be in want of a wife. Intelligent, healthy, young and soon to become wealthy, Day should have been considered something of a catch among Oxfords elite. Many young women in search
  of a husband would probably have been willing to overlook Days pockmarked face, rounded shoulders and ungainly gait in favour of his large fortune. Some might even have found his long hair
  and shabby clothes endearing in a rebellious young student. But his refusal to engage in small talk, to learn the latest dance steps or to acquire the social graces of the day
  did not enhance his appeal to the opposite sex. At the same time, his brooding nature and overbearing manner did nothing to enhance his allure. Although Day loved to declaim at length, he had a
  fiery temper that was liable to erupt whenever his opinions were challenged.21

  If these deficiencies were not sufficient to deter interested women then Day had only to describe his anticipated future lifestyle to send them running in the opposite direction. With his
  customary frankness he used to declare his intended mode of living, wrote one friend, but he did not often meet with marks of approbation from his female hearers.22 Above all it was Days views on his future spouses role that did most to deter any likely candidates for his heart.

  In the eyes of the law, women in eighteenth-century Britain enjoyed few independent rights. Essentially they were deemed to be completely under the control of their fathers until they married
  and their husbands after marriage. Upon marriage women handed over all their property or money to their husbands unless specifically detailed to the contrary in a legal contract. The letter of the
  law was compounded by societys expectations. Whether they were wives or daughters, sisters or mothers, women in eighteenth-century Britain were required to be demure, passive and deferential
  to men. Most women had little choice but to comply with their status of legal and conventional inferiority. Yet for all the law books and conduct guides conspiring to construct complete submission
  to men, the Georgian era produced some of the most spirited, flamboyant and forthright women of all time who achieved success in the arts, science and politics. Inevitably there were some men who
  grumbled at this apparent overturning of the natural order yet there were others who applauded female attainment and even supported womens greater role in society.

  With his forward-thinking views on liberty and human rights, Thomas Day might have been expected to march in the vanguard of female emancipation. But despite his support of female education, his
  views on womens role and status were ludicrously old-fashioned, even by the norms of his day. Embarked on his crusade to virtue, like a medieval knight, Day saw himself as the protector of
  weak and helpless women  whether they liked it or not. While he was at Oxford Day developed a perverse fixation on the concept of female purity and an intense horror at
  the idea of female seduction. At one point, as a 17-year-old student, he heard of an aristocratic rake who seduced a young woman and then abandoned her to penury. Incensed by this behaviour, Day
  dashed off a letter challenging the philanderer to a duel.23 His gauntlet was evidently ignored, but Days obsession only increased.

  It did not take him long to realise that he was unlikely to find his ideal confection of beauty and purity amid the squalid temptations of Oxford  although he tried. Despite his shuffling
  embarrassment in female company, Day was preoccupied with looking for a potential partner from the moment he arrived at university. His letters to Bicknell from Oxford were peppered with references
  to women, named or otherwise, who failed to meet his precise specifications. In many cases, their chief shortcoming seemed to be their lack of appreciation of Day.

  Whenever he felt himself spurned by a woman he admired, Day reacted with an almost violent temper. I think I never saw so damnd conceited a Bitch as Leonora, he stormed in
  one letter to Bicknell. Perhaps Mr. Say is the Sun & she only shines by the Reflection of his Light. In another letter he asked: How does the amiable Miss Charlotte?
  Salters Flame  he really I believe fancys himself in Love with her. And then he added: Were I capable of having any Inclination for a Woman otherwise than in a carnal
  Way I might perhaps be his Rival. Obviously, since the belles of Oxford did not live up to his exalted ideal, he would have to look further afield.

  During the long university holidays Day set off on solitary walking trips to the West Country and Wales.24 He had hoped to travel
  abroad, on the customary Grand Tour of the Continent which was regarded as a rite of passage for moneyed young men, but since his tight-fisted stepfather refused him the funds he had to content
  himself with a cheap camping holiday in Britain. Equipped with a rudimentary tent and a few possessions, he followed farm tracks through the agricultural landscape of the Home Counties towards the
  rugged hills and heaths of Dorset and beyond. Far from broadening his mind, however, Days travels narrowed his ideas, indulging his romantic image of peasant life and  especially
   peasant women.

  Whenever he arrived at a farmhouse or village, Day made a point of talking to the local inhabitants in an attempt to learn about country ways and customs. According to one
  contemporary, he judged that by the manly exercise of walking he could get to know that class of men who, as still treading the unimproved paths of nature, might be presumed to
  have the qualities of the mind pure and unsophisticated by art.25

  With his plain clothes and unkempt hair at odds with his educated voice and evident wealth, Day attracted a mixture of curiosity and mirth when he knocked on cottage doors, asking to interview
  the ragged inhabitants on their philosophical outlook, or strode into village inns intent on interrogating the locals over a lunch of bread and water  although the bounty he left behind
  generally helped to stifle the laughter.

  Alone on these country expeditions, Day confided his romantic anguish in poems he composed in a large, weatherworn journal, which survives still.26
  Written by the light of a candle in a remote cave or under rain-soaked canvas in a field, his melancholy odes and ballads celebrate the primeval power of nature in tales of pent-up passion and
  unrequited love  which always end badly.

  One poem, which he wrote while sheltering in a cave poised perilously above the River Severn, describes a hopeless Love for a heavnly Maid against the backdrop
  of the raging Passions of the torrent rushing through the gorge below. He called it, with a literal poignancy, Sonnet written in a Cavern of dangerous Access near
  Bristol. Crossing the Severn into Wales, his suffering only increased. Here he devoted twenty-seven verses to the hopeless Flame of a tormented love for a woman who was pledged
  to a Hated Rival. The poem climaxes in violent revenge as the tortured lover swears to plunge a Dagger in the Heart, / That robs me of my Fair!

  Three of the poems in Days camping journal invoke the name Laura. They were probably written in homage to the fourteenth-century Italian poet Francesco Petrarca, or
  Petrarch, who dedicated hundreds of poems to an unattainable French woman named Laure. For aspiring eighteenth-century poets, Laura was the premier name for a female muse. But perhaps Day was also
  thinking of the Leonora who had snubbed him at Oxford. According to a friend, he was wounded by the caprice of the mysterious Laura but wrote his poems before her
  fickleness became indisputable.27

  During his lonely walks and lonelier nights, Day fleshed out his fantasies about his ideal virginal maid who would meet his exacting specifications. In one particular poem
  copied into his water-stained journal in the West Country, Day went so far as to describe his perfect woman and the perfect life they would lead together. He sought a gentle Lady of the
  West with Healths rosy bloom upon thy cheek and Eyes that with artless lustre roll. This divine maiden would be indifferent to the eye of
  Fame with a noble mind which was not led astray by false culture. And most importantly, she would happily live Sequestered in some secret glade
  where she would be heedless of the praise or blame / Of all mankind, of all but me. Seeking his flawless soulmate, he declared, was my only task.

  Day had been unable to find the woman of his dreams among the educated, sophisticated, urban women of his own rank. But neither could he find her among the red-cheeked and rough-mannered
  labouring women of the countryside. Even though he was still in his late teens he was rapidly coming to the conclusion that his vision of female perfection might exist only in his imagination. So
  how in the world could he possibly bring his fantasy woman to life? How could he create the perfect wife?

  As he wandered from village to village Days eyes strayed from the buxom, sun-tanned, strong-armed women labouring in the fields to the flat-chested, thin-legged girls approaching
  adolescence who were working alongside their parents. He had been looking for a perfect woman to match his ideal, but perhaps what he needed was a perfect girl whom he could train to meet his
  needs. If the way that women were educated was the chief reason he could not find his ideal partner, then he could simply educate a girl himself to fit the role. As he would explain to Bicknell,
  the Habits of the Mind are like those of the body; at one Period of Life perhaps they may be totally prevented, at another remedied in Part; & there is doubtless another Stage where they
  become totally inveterate, & incurable.28 If only he could teach a girl to absorb his ideas before her mind was prejudiced by other
  influences then perhaps he could create his perfect woman.

  There remained the knotty problem of how he might obtain such a girl ripe for training. And there were two further difficulties: he needed a trusty collaborator who could
  sort out any troublesome legal problems and a sure method of education to help him attain his goal. As luck would have it, two friends were on hand to provide those missing elements.

  While Day gloomily hiked the hills, his loyal friend Bicknell was living life to the full. Having studied law at Middle Temple since 1761, Bicknell was well on his way to
  becoming a barrister. As the second eldest son in one of Londons most successful legal dynasties, he was ideally placed to rise quickly once he qualified.29 But his long stint in one of Londons prime bachelor abodes had provided Bicknell with as much knowledge of the ways of the world as the ways of the law. And since the
  Inns of Court were at least as decadent as the colleges of Oxford, there was no shortage of opportunities for other pursuits. Indeed, far from disdaining the pleasures of the flesh, like his friend
  Day, Bicknell indulged them as much as he could.

  Living with his parents in Chancery Lane, Bicknell had only to stroll for a few minutes to Fleet Street then slip through the seventeenth-century gatehouse to enter the legal quarter shared by
  the Inner and Middle Temples. Originally the base for the Knights Templar, the medieval religious order pledged to protect pilgrims heading for Jerusalem, the area squashed between Fleet Street and
  the Thames had been appropriated by lawyers in the fourteenth century and had changed little since then.30 Like a walled town preserved in Tudor aspic,
  the huddle of narrow lanes, shady courtyards and teetering brick buildings formed a self-sufficient community for the barristers and students who lived and learned there.

  Threading his way down Middle Temple Lane with the Old Post House on his left and the Devils Tavern on his right, Bicknell would have joined fellow students, barristers and judges in the
  imposing Middle Temple Hall for the midday meal. Attendance at dinner at least three times a term for twelve terms was one of the few requirements of a legal training that was strictly enforced and
  Bicknell duly enjoyed his dinners each term.31 But in between these onerous demands he was at liberty to pursue less cerebral interests.

  With its proximity to the brothels and bagnios of Covent Garden, it is little wonder that Middle Temple proved such a popular retreat for bachelors. James Boswell, the lawyer, writer and
  notorious libertine, thought the Temple area a most agreeable place.32 Whether Bicknell followed Boswells
  example and picked up a girl in the Strand and then took sexual liberties with her in an alleyway or else trod the well-worn path from the Temple to Covent Garden, he certainly
  adopted similarly lascivious manners judging by later comments. One female acquaintance would be shocked to hear of Bicknells bachelor voluptuousness from one of his
  contemporaries at Middle Temple.33 Naturally she assumed that Day, with his horror of female seduction, was blissfully in the dark about his
  friends proclivities. Bicknell was exactly the kind of predatory male he would ordinarily have challenged to a duel. It seemed that Bicknell tendered no romantic notions about seeking a
  perfect woman but he would be more than willing to use his legal expertise to help Day achieve his goal. All Day lacked now was a blueprint for her education.

  It was during holidays from Oxford in 1766 that Day met Richard Lovell Edgeworth. It would be hard to imagine two more incompatible people. Although he was only four years
  older than Day, at 22 Edgeworth had already been married three times  in legal terms at least  and fathered the first of many children. But the exuberant and inventive Irishman had no
  intention of letting family responsibilities diminish his lust for life.

  Born in 1744, the second son of an Anglo-Irish family, Edgeworth had been allowed to roam freely around the familys extensive country estate, often in the company of his favourite
  sibling, his younger sister Margaret.34 But after his elder brother died, when Edgeworth was six, his parents suddenly became over-protective of their
  remaining heir. Now the boy was muffled from head to toe on the rare occasions he was permitted to leave the house. From this point, Edgeworth would write in his vivid and candid memoirs, my
  feet never brushed the dew, nor was my head ever exposed to the wind or sun. This sudden reversal in his previously carefree upbringing would have a deep impact on his subsequent views on
  education.

  Precociously intelligent, Edgeworth read voraciously but was far more excited by the prospect of inventing practical solutions to everyday problems. From the age of seven, when he watched his
  mother being attached to an electrical device in an attempt to cure the paralysis she had suffered at the time of his birth, Edgeworth had been fascinated by all forms of
  machinery. He discovered his other abiding passion  for women  while still at school.

  At 15, during celebrations for his elder sisters marriage, Edgeworth playfully pretended to marry the daughter of a local curate using a door key for a ring. His father, trained in law,
  was so alarmed that the wedding might be deemed legally binding  in an age when it was not uncommon to wake from a drinking bout to find oneself irrevocably married  that he had the
  mock marriage formally annulled by the Church. Edgeworth was already married and divorced, therefore, when he entered Trinity College, Dublin, at 16. Uninspired by academic studies, he frittered
  away the next six months in dissipation, whereupon his despairing father promptly removed him from one scene of iniquity and sent him to an even worse one.

  Edgeworth was packed off, at 17, to Oxford University under the protection of a family friend, Paul Elers, who lived in the Oxfordshire village of Black Bourton.35 A lazy man with an expanding family and escalating debts, Elers gamely warned Edgeworths father that he had four grown-up daughters, all pretty girls,
  without a dowry to rub between them. Entering Corpus Christi College in 1761, three years before Day, Edgeworth was diverted from the usual temptations of university life by the even more diverting
  temptations of the pretty girls in the Elers household. Within two years he was insensibly entangled so completely with the eldest daughter, 18-year-old Anna Maria, that I
  could not find any honourable means of extrication.

  She was pregnant  as perhaps her feckless father had planned. Although his passion had already cooled, Edgeworth felt duty bound to marry the girl  for all his libertine tendencies
  Edgeworth was nothing if not honourable. And since they were too young to marry in England without the consent of both sets of parents, the pair eloped to Scotland where they married at the end of
  1763. Facing his fathers wrath on his return, Edgeworth was made to go through the ceremony again  effectively his third wedding  in the church at Black Bourton on 21 February
  1764.36 The couples first child, Dick, was born three months later.

  With a relatively small allowance, Edgeworth settled his young family in a modest house overlooking the common at Hare Hatch, a hamlet on the main coaching road between Reading and Maidenhead
  in Berkshire. Already Edgeworth was heartily regretting his hasty marriage. His young wife was pretty enough  a portrait of Anna Maria shows a dark-haired, slender and
  graceful woman  even if Edgeworth pronounced her no beauty. But although she was prudent, domestic and affectionate, she did not possess a cheerful disposition,
  he complained. She lamented about trifles, Edgeworth protested, and the lamenting of a female, with whom we live, does not render home delightful. One family member
  would remember Anna Maria as always crying  but then she probably had much to cry about, since her new husband took every opportunity to escape their unhappy home.37

  Leaving Anna Maria holding the baby, Edgeworth directed his energies into his passion for invention. He spent much of his time in his workshop, emerging periodically to test bizarre contraptions
  on the village common with sometimes disastrous results. At one point an experimental carriage powered by sails escaped its moorings and flew across the green, its young inventor in frantic
  pursuit. Overtaking his wheel-boat just as several stagecoaches appeared on the road, he brought it under control and averted disaster. Undeterred, Edgeworth next produced a giant
  wheel which could be propelled by a man walking within a smaller inner wheel. But before he could add the final touch  a set of brakes  the machine was taken for a joyride by a local
  ruffian. Rapidly running out of control, the great wheel was dashed to pieces in a chalk pit only seconds after its driver jumped to safety.

  Such setbacks only spurred Edgeworth on. In rapid succession, he turned out of his workshop an eleven-spoked perambulator which measured distances, a large umbrella to keep
  haystacks dry, an articulated wagon, a turnip-cutting machine, a track-laying vehicle and a phaeton with each of its four wheels fixed independently. The latter could turn on a tiny circle and
  could instantly be detached from its horses as required  a wise precaution given Edgeworths earlier mishaps. The tireless inventor bombarded the newly founded Society for the
  Encouragement of Arts, Manufactures and Commerce with his designs and won the societys silver and gold medals for his efforts.38

  Eager for any excuse to evade his domestic duties, Edgeworth frequently lodged in London on the pretext of studying law. Having enrolled in 1762 at Middle Temple, like Day
  and Bicknell, he began dining there from late 1765 although, like Day, he had no intention of actually practising law. Instead Edgeworth divided his time between charming London society and staging
  theatrical displays of his madcap inventions. He teamed up with Sir Francis Blake Delaval, a notorious gambler, drunkard and libertine, whose idea of a good time entailed biting the heads off
  sparrows suspended on strings in a macabre version of bobbing for apples. Driven by a mutual taste for mechanics and showmanship, the pair drew crowds to Delavals townhouse for exhibitions
  of conjuring tricks using magnets and pulleys.

  Edgeworths appetite for novelty soon drew him into the orbit of Erasmus Darwin, the genial physician, inventor and part-time poet. Having heard of his interest in carriage design,
  Edgeworth sent Darwin the plan of a prototype phaeton in 1766. A sociable and generous man, Darwin had settled in the prosperous town of Lichfield where he built up a thriving medical practice. Now
  in his mid-thirties, though his lumbering figure and full-bottomed wig made him look much older, Darwin invited Edgeworth to visit.

  Darwin was impressed by Edgeworths sporty chariot and entranced by its designer. With an interest not only in medicine and transport but also in chemistry, geology, mineralogy and
  mechanics, Darwin opened his home to visitors of a scientific bent from across the globe. But living too far from London to frequent the capitals numerous clubs and societies, Darwin had
  begun to build around him in the Midlands an informal circle of like-minded thinkers, inventors and industrialists who exchanged ideas at convivial dinner parties. The group would become known as
  the Lunar Society of Birmingham,39 and Edgeworth was a natural fit.

  During Edgeworths brief visit that summer, Darwin touted his new friend around the Lichfield social scene, pressing him to perform tricks like an entertainer at a childrens party.
  Dashing off a letter to his industrialist friend Matthew Boulton, Darwin proclaimed: I have got with me a mechanical Friend, Mr Edgeworth from Oxfordshire  The greatest Conjuror I
  ever saw.40 Barely able to contain his excitement, Darwin added: He has the principles of Nature in his Palm, and moulds them as He
  pleases. Can take away Polarity or give it to the Needle by rubbing it thrice on the Palm of his Hand. And can see through two solid Oak Boards without Glasses, wonderful!
  astonishing! diabolical!!! Heralded by Darwins fanfare, Edgeworth was warmly welcomed into the fold.

  Into Edgeworths exhilarating, fun-filled world, Thomas Day arrived one summers day in 1766 like a looming black rain cloud. Day was home for the holidays at his
  mother and stepfathers house at Barehill but being uncomfortable in his stepfathers company he was keen for any excuse to escape. The news that a neighbour had recently attended the
  same college, and shared the same tutor, provided the ideal opportunity. And so Day ambled the short distance to Edgeworths home at Hare Hatch to pay his respects.41

  For once, Edgeworth was at home  probably busy in his workshop, his sleeves pushed up to the elbows and his hands covered with grease, constructing his latest invention. When Edgeworth
  looked up and saw the tall, stooped, pockmarked youth with his matted black hair and scruffy clothes who appeared before him unannounced, he could hardly believe his eyes. Nonetheless, ever ready
  to welcome a guest, Edgeworth invited his neighbour to stay for refreshments. But the gawky 18-year-old did little to improve on first impressions when he proceeded to talk in his usual bombastic
  manner. After conversing for several hours it was abundantly plain that the pair had almost nothing in common. While Edgeworth was full of constitutional joy , he later
  explained, Day was grave and melancholy. While Edgeworth was a man of strong passions, Day was a sober and misanthropic pedant. And while Edgeworth was fond of
  all the happiness that the company of women could bestow, Day was suspicious of the female sex, and averse to risking his happiness for their charms or their society. But most
  of all, Edgeworth was baffled by Days simultaneous condemnation of the evils of love and his remorseless quest to find the perfect woman.

  Having determined to make the best of his own less than perfect marriage, Edgeworth was astounded to learn that Day expected that, with a person neither formed by nature, nor cultivated
  by art, to please, he should win some female wiser than the rest of her sex, who should feel for him the most romantic and everlasting attachment  a paragon, who should forget the follies
  and vanities of her sex for him and be prepared to live in a cottage on love.42 As Edgeworth put it: Though armed in adamant against the darts of beauty, and totally insensible to the power of accomplishments, he felt, that for an object, which should resemble the image in his
  fancy, he could give up fortune, fame, life, every thing but virtue.

  In short, the only points on which the pair could agree were a love of knowledge, and a freedom from that admiration of splendour, that dazzles and enslaves mankind. What is more,
  Edgeworth was a practical, pragmatic man determined to find workable solutions to problems; Day was a cerebral idealist who seemed hell-bent on creating them. Yet despite all their differences,
  there was something about Day that evidently moved Edgeworth. Like the handful of disciples Day had attracted at Oxford, Edgeworth found himself in awe of the sober young poet and his childlike
  belief in noble causes. After no more than a few hours conversation that first day, the couple forged an immediate and lasting friendship. Stopping abruptly as they were walking together
  along a lane near Hare Hatch, Edgeworth impulsively predicted that they would be lifelong friends. Sure enough, from that first meeting in 1766, the two would remain loyally devoted.

  So far Edgeworth had dedicated himself to the instant gratification of impulses  whether seducing the daughter of a family friend or building a giant wooden horse capable of bestriding
  hedges. But Day obviously appealed to Edgeworths latent moral purpose, a desire to do good. He was quite simply, Edgeworth stated  and would maintain until his dying day 
  the most virtuous human being I have ever known. Meeting Day marked the beginning of a new era in my life, Edgeworth stated. Strangely, perhaps, Mrs Edgeworth did not
  share her husbands enthusiasm for his new friend. Although she apparently felt no unease at her husbands friendship with the gambling, drinking, licentious Delaval, she took an
  immediate and fervent dislike to Day. Edgeworth was bewildered. A more dangerous and seductive companion than the one, or a more moral and improving companion than the other, could not be
  found in England, he protested. Yet perhaps Mrs Edgeworth had more of an instinct for danger and immorality than her trusting husband.

  The timing of their meeting was critical: it was the beginning of a new era for Day also. For in between his scientific endeavours and his legal studies, Edgeworth had become enthralled by a
  radically different approach to education that he was eager to share with his friend. It was this experimental system that would furnish Day with the tool he needed to resolve
  his search for love.
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