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			Introduction

			I first came across Maria Edgeworth more than fifty years ago. The Pakenham family into which I had just married were the Edgeworths’ neighbours and also relations. Maria’s grandfather had been brought up by Thomas Pakenham, the first Lord Longford, after his parents died and her father Richard Lovell Edgeworth had been a close friend of the next two generations. In his Memoirs he claimed to have been cured as a wild young man of a passion for field sports and card playing by being given the key to the library at Pakenham Hall and encouraged to serious reading. The second volume (partly written by Maria) described the family’s frequent journeys from Edgeworthstown to Castlepollard, seventeen miles away, across a ‘vast Serbonian bog’ with a perilous crossing of raft or ‘float’ across the River Inny en route.

			I did not know much about Maria herself but several friends had already pressed on me copies of Castle Rackrent (perhaps as a warning!). And in a bedroom I discovered a charming illustrated set of her novels, reissued in 1832, and read my way through the ones set in Ireland, Ormond, Ennui and The Absentee. Then in the library I found a modest clothbound three-volume Memoir of Maria Edgeworth by her stepmother, Mrs Frances Edgeworth. Privately printed in 1867, it was made up largely of Maria’s letters to her family. To my delight, they included detailed descriptions of our house in the early 1800s, when the 2nd Earl of Longford was busy transforming it inside and out to a Gothic Revival castle, complete with a hot air central-heating system designed by Maria’s father. Maria seemed to have had rather a tendresse for ‘dear hospitable Lord Longford’, and did not like his English wife when he finally married aged forty in 1816.

			In the 1970s my interest in Maria Edgeworth received another boost. We were given two magnificent volumes, Maria Edgeworth’s Letters from England, 1813­­­­­­­­–1842 and Maria Edgeworth in France and Switzerland, edited by Christina Colvin, a direct descendant of Maria’s youngest half-brother, Michael Pakenham Edgeworth; and a brilliant new literary biography of Maria Edgeworth by Marilyn Butler, married to Christina Colvin’s brother, David. Both had drawn on the private Edgeworth family papers, which Christina Colvin had only recently catalogued in full. Then, twenty-five years later again, my daughter Eliza embarked on a composite biography of the Pakenhams of Maria’s generation. It involved her reading through many of Maria’s original letters, now accessible in the National Library of Ireland, and in the New Bodleian library in Oxford. Reading Eliza’s notes reminded me just what a delightful letter writer Maria was, full of stories and wild humour and affection ­­– and also of how many of her letters remained still unpublished and unknown. Partly this was because of Maria’s own strong disapproval of the publication of private letters. How could she write ‘naturally with any ease or pleasure’ with ‘one eye squinting at the public and celebrity and the other pretending to look only to my dear friend or correspondent’. Even Augustus Hare, who published The Life and Letters of Maria Edgeworth in 1894, had not been granted access to Maria’s original letters but simply shortened and re-printed those from the Memoir of 1867, which, as Christina Colvin pointed out in the preface to her own books, had already been heavily cut and sanitized from the originals by Maria’s younger sisters so as not to offend the living or their descendants

			Nearly 170 years after Maria’s death, there seemed to me an overwhelming case for a book of Maria’s unbowdlerized letters from Ireland if only to redress the balance of Christina Colvin’s two large volumes of Maria’s letters from abroad. Christina Colvin had dismissed Maria’s letters from home as largely of ‘domestic interest’ only. But Maria had always proclaimed herself as above all a ‘domestic being’, happiest living at home among her beloved family. Ireland was the country she knew and loved and where she lived for nearly all her adult life, and Edgeworthstown, away from the social whirl of London, Paris or Dublin, was the place where, she wrote, she could best find time to write and think.

			How to go about it? From the beginning it was clear that, as in the original Memoir, many of her letters could be printed in part only. Some of them run to thirty pages of close writing, punctuated largely by dashes. (Like her contemporaries, Maria preferred the dash to the comma or full stop.) During his lifetime her father was constantly reproving her for writing long letters instead of directing her energies to useful work for publication. And even when not engaged on composing stories for children or novels (or ‘Moral Tales’ as she preferred to call them), Maria was expected to act as his secretary and bookkeeper for estate business. However he grudgingly acknowledged Maria’s letters were ‘excellent’ and came to rely on her to relay the family news. After his death in 1817, released from discipline as his literary ‘partner’, she wrote if anything twice as many letters. Exchanging news and ideas was essential to her being. As she wrote to her aunt in 1830, ‘I really think if my thoughts or feelings were shut up completely within me, I should burst in a week – like a steam engine without a snifting-clack …’

			Sending letters was expensive – Maria’s later letters are full of grateful references to those who could provide her with free franks: officials, peers and MPs (one favourite much-exploited provider was the Earl of Rosse who served as Irish postmaster general from 1809 to 1831). Letters were paid by weight so it was often important to cram as much as possible onto each page. Mercifully for later readers, Maria seldom went in for the dreadful practice of overwriting at right angles to the original lines to save money, and her handwriting is nearly always legible.

			Nearly all the letters I have chosen are to her immediate family, to whom she wrote most freely in a delightful conversational style. When she wrote to those outside it, she usually became more prolix and sometimes, when writing to men, rather heavily flirtatious. Her family was very large. Richard Lovell Edgeworth had provided Maria with three stepmothers in turn and twenty-one mostly much younger siblings. (Some of Maria’s biographers have treated him as a kind of Irish Bluebeard but he appears to have become an affectionate husband except in his first marriage to Maria’s unfortunate mother, which he described in his all-too-candid Memoirs as a folly he ‘had brought upon himself’.) There were also several aunts and cousins: Maria’s favourite correspondent was her father’s younger sister, Margaret Ruxton, a sprightly, clever and highly sociable lady who had been one of the first to show Maria affection as a child. (It was she who encouraged Maria’s stories and imitations of John Langan, the Edgeworths’ steward, who was the original for Honest Thady in Castle Rackrent.) Aunt Ruxton lived about forty miles away outside Navan in Co. Meath in a delightful cottage orné beside the Boyne, and there was much coming and going between there and Edgeworthstown. There were three Ruxton daughters and the middle one, Sophy, became Maria’s particular friend. Maria used her as a sounding board for most of her novels and children’s stories, and also as confidante in matters of the heart. (Maria was plain – or believed herself so – and seems to have had only one serious suitor, a Swedish diplomat, the Chevalier Edelcrantz whom she met in Paris in 1802. She turned him down, unable to bear the thought of leaving her father and living abroad, but she remained obsessed with him for many years after and painted an idealized version of him in one of her longest novels, Patronage.)

			Frances Beaufort, Maria’s last stepmother, became her chief confidante and correspondent after the death of Maria’s father, whom she had married in 1798. Frances, two years younger than Maria, was highly intelligent and well read, and by her warmth and tact had earned all her stepchildren’s devotion. Maria came to see her as her greatest friend and happily shared the task of bringing up Frances’ own six children, the youngest of whom was forty-three years younger than herself and still only five years old when Richard Lovell Edgeworth died. After his death she took her young half-sisters at her own expense to London, France and Scotland to introduce them to a wider and more glamorous social circle than Edgeworthstown could provide. She wrote long bulletins of family news to Frances whenever they were apart, and after the collapse of Lovell Edgeworth, the oldest son, into debt and alcohol, worked closely in tandem with her for twenty years to keep the family home and Edgeworth estate afloat.

			Two of Frances Edgeworth’s daughters, Fanny and Harriet, also became Maria’s main correspondents in her later life. Fanny, the oldest, born in 1799, was her adored favourite / quasi child. After Fanny herself married in 1837 and went to live in London, Maria wrote to her regularly every week. She shared Maria’s interest in science and literature, and was serious and prudent, with a stockbroker husband who could advise Maria on financial affairs. Harriet, two years younger, was bright and funny and married one of Maria’s favourite young men, Richard Butler, the clever bookish rector of Trim in Co. Meath. Unlike most of Maria’s siblings, Harriet did not suffer from chronic ill health, and was able to cheer everyone with her high spirits. The threat of consumption runs like a black thread through Maria’s letters. Her first two stepmothers, Honora and Elizabeth Sneyd, had died from it – and five of their children died in their teens or early twenties. Two more of Frances Edgeworth’s children succumbed to it in the 1830s, though their mother lived to be ninety-five. Many of Maria’s letters begin with a bulletin on the family’s health. The damp cold winters of Co. Longford were a perpetual hazard and Maria’s father would not allow his daughters to travel to healthier climates for lack of suitable chaperones. After his death, however, his widow Frances spent much of her time taking her daughters to English spas such as Cheltenham and Clifton. Numerous other ills of the flesh are recorded in Maria’s letters, and treatment was usually worse than useless – calomel (or mercury) was a favourite prescription, as was Blue Pill (probably a purgative). Maria herself mainly enjoyed good health – apart from toothache and occasional bouts of erysipelas – thanks to a regimen of brisk early morning walks and reliance on her three favourite doctors, Dr Quiet, Dr Diet and Dr Merryman. In later years, she became a close friend of a famous Dublin surgeon, Dr Philip Crampton, and sought advice from him for all the family’s ills. 

			Maria’s letters show an extraordinary range of interests. Anyone going through them will be struck first by the sheer breadth of her reading. She was encouraged by her father to read everything from history and belles lettres to philosophy and political economy. Not many fathers would have pressed their teenage daughters to read Adam Smith’s The Wealth of Nations. Novels were initially discouraged; the fifteen-year-old Maria describes them primly as ‘acting on the constitution of the mind as Drams do on that of the body’ but she could not resist Fanny Burney’s Evelina (described later by Macaulay as ‘the first novel a lady could admit to reading’) and, like Jane Austen, adored Samuel Richardson’s Sir Charles Grandison. The family assembled every evening in the library after dinner (at 6 pm) to read aloud and discuss the latest books sent from Dublin or London. ‘In this house’, reported Charles Kendal Bushe in 1810, ‘literature is not a treat for Company upon Invitation days but is actually the daily bread of the family’ – to which he attributed the excellence of their conversation. Maria’s letters read like a rollcall of the most famous authors of the day. By the early 1800s she was already famous herself and in October 1814 had the gratification of finding herself referred to as the inspiration for Sir Walter Scott’s first novel, Waverley, as the family read it around the library fire. (He later became a close friend and correspondent.) 

			Maria’s letters are initially dismissive of another contemporary, Jane Austen (published anonymously at first). She found Northanger Abbey silly, approved of Mansfield Park, but gave up on Emma, which Jane Austen had sent her, as lacking a story. Jane Austen by contrast much admired Maria and wrote to her aunt half-jokingly in 1814, ‘I have made up my mind to like no novels really but Miss Edgeworth’s, yours and my own.’ Jane’s first love and dancing partner, Tom Lefroy, was later to make a fortune at the Dublin Bar and to buy an estate only five miles from Edgeworthstown and it is fascinating to speculate how she and Maria might have got on as neighbours.

			Like all well-educated women of her class, Maria was also fluent in French. She devoured the latest French memoirs and novels and much admired Madame de Staël (whom she just missed meeting). She also was fascinated by Napoleon (whom she had briefly glimpsed, a pale figure on a white horse in Paris in 1802) and much moved by accounts of him in exile. By the 1830s she was reading De Tocqueville and Guizot, and by her seventies, was deep in Balzac’s social realist novels, most of which shocked her by their content. She saw him as a moral Mephistopholes, though a superb writer. She never departed from her father’s view that history and literature, even comedy, should inculcate good morals, and be ‘of use’.

			More unusual was Maria’s fascination with science, again inculcated by her father. Richard Lovell Edgeworth had been a founder member of the Lunar Society with such luminaries as Dr Erasmus Darwin, Josiah Wedgwood, James Watt (pioneer of steam power) and James Keir (the famous chemist), and all his children were encouraged from an early age to undertake simple chemical experiments. In 1792 Maria’s full sister Anna married Dr Thomas Beddoes who experimented with gases in his laboratory at Clifton (hoping they might prove cures for consumption – now known as tuberculosis), and Anna later carried on a prolonged flirtation with Beddoes’ brilliant young Cornish apprentice, Humphrey Davy. They wrote poetry together and went for long moonlit walks. Davy came several times to stay at Edgeworthstown and the family attended his hugely popular lectures in Dublin. Through Davy Maria met the next generation of scientists or ‘philosophers’ as they were still known, John Herschel, Charles Babbage and Michael Faraday. Through Richard Butler, later her brother-in-law, she met and struck up a friendship with William Rowan Hamilton, a brilliant young Dublin mathematician who was the first to suggest there might be a third and fourth dimension. In her old age he made her an honorary member of the Royal Irish Academy and regularly sent her his learned articles for comment. (Aged seventy-eight, Maria admitted finding his one on Pure Time hard to comprehend.) In 1842, to Maria’s joy, her youngest half-sister Lucy married another leading Irish scientist, Thomas Romney Robinson, head of the Observatory at Armagh, who was able to gratify her insatiable appetite for scientific facts and discoveries at first hand.

			Her practical interests were just as varied: her father had made her her own small garden below her bedroom window, and even in her late seventies she was still directing new planting schemes there and begging exotic cuttings from her botanist half-brother, Michael Pakenham Edgeworth, in India. Another was building: after her father’s death, her letters record her making countless small improvements to the Edgeworthstown cottages and houses as she could afford them and few things gave her more pleasure than outdoor work, directing the laying of a new pavement or gutter or the lowering of the Edgeworthstown river bed. Unlike most Irish big houses, isolated in parks behind high stone walls, Edgeworthstown House was set at the very edge of the town. The house and farm were a busy hive of activities and her notes of conversations with servants, farm workers and tenants appear constantly in her letters: there was John Langan, her father’s steward, Samuel Bristow, the coachman, and his wife Molly and Kitty Billamore, the devoted housekeeeper who looked after a succession of young Edgeworths in turn. Later letters have humorous accounts of the lumbering ‘indoor man’, Cassidy, known by Maria and her stepmother as ‘the hippopotamus’ and of Gahan, the Edgeworths’ gardener, and his battles against invading pigs and turkeys. 

			Maria’s letters are also full of visits to neighbouring country houses: initially, these were limited. Richard Lovell Edgeworth was too busy and too clever to find many of the Longford squirearchy congenial (they in turn suspected him of dangerously radical views) and to begin with only consorted regularly with two local families, the Granards of Castle Forbes and the Pakenhams of Pakenham Hall, including the rather disreputable Admiral Pakenham (who appears as a thinly disguised villain in two of Maria’s best novels). But Frances, his fourth wife, encouraged him to expand his social circle, and by the early 1800s, after the family returned from Paris, they became in Maria’s phrase ‘great gadders’. There were regular visits to friends and relations in the surrounding counties, and to Dublin. One is struck, however, at how constricted Maria’s movements were before her father’s death. No gentlewoman could travel unaccompanied by public coach (hence her indignation at the General’s treatment of Catherine Morland in Northanger Abbey). The advent of rail and steamboats transformed her later life. In her old age Maria made two daring expeditions to the west – to the Martins of Ballinahinch in Connemara (where she was inadvertently detained for several weeks) and the Catholic Moores of Moorehall in Co. Mayo. Both families became her close friends and correspondents. There was also a constant stream of visitors from abroad. Edgeworthstown was seen as an oasis of cultured enlightenment in the boggy midlands, and as Maria’s fame grew, it became almost a place of pilgrimage. In the 1820s Maria was also able to offer distinguished guests a visit to her brother Lovell’s new school. Run on strictly non-denominational lines, it was much admired by visiting commissioners and politicians. Maria’s stepmother Frances also contributed nobly to the ongoing hospitality at Edgeworthstown, summoning up excellent meals at the shortest notice and charming visitors with her sympathy. ‘It is witchcraft, positive witchcraft,’ reported a guest when Mrs Edgeworth made even Sir Walter Scott’s shy son open up over the dinner table.

			But outside the magic circle of warmth and culture at Edgeworthstown, there was always danger. However enlightened as landlords, the Edgeworths were part and parcel of the Protestant Ascendancy, seen as English settlers who had taken land from its rightful Catholic owners. Popular resentment, aggravated by acute poverty and lack of any subsistence except from the land, was always smouldering beneath the surface. In the 1790s, reignited by the French Revolution, agrarian violence flared up in secret societies known as the Whiteboys or Defenders who raided for arms, burnt houses and mutilated cattle. Maria’s father, though he claimed never to have been threatened himself, helped raise a local militia to keep lawlessness at bay. Three years later in 1798, Ireland exploded into full-blown revolution and in September the Edgeworths found themselves in the direct path of an advancing army of French soldiers and Irish rebels. Though the Edgeworths’ house was left untouched by the rebel army, thanks again to their reputation as benevolent landlords, Richard Lovell Edgeworth was nearly lynched by a mob of Protestant militia as a French spy and seriously considered selling his estate and moving to Wales. But he was persuaded by his father-in-law, Daniel Beaufort, that things would improve after the abolition of the ultra right-wing government in Dublin and Ireland’s Union with England. Pitt had planned a bill for Catholic emancipation to follow the Union, but this was blocked by George III as contrary to his coronation oath – and was shelved for a generation. Richard Lovell Edgeworth erroneously believed the Union would bring trade and manufacturing skills to Ireland (he wrote a heavy preface to this effect in the second edition of Castle Rackrent). It failed to do so, and although the Napoleonic Wars kept agriculture prices high for most of his lifetime, on his deathbed he was prophesying famine and misery for Ireland in years to come.

			During her father’s lifetime, Maria’s letters seldom offered political opinions of her own though they faithfully recorded his – to do otherwise would be ‘far above [her] capacity and information’. But after his death she followed politics with breathless interest, fed by newspapers (including the Irish Farmers’ Journal!) and letters from London. By 1818 she had got to know many of the leading Whig families, such as Lord Lansdowne and his Irish protégé, Thomas Spring Rice (later Lord Mounteagle) with whom she corresponded at length on Catholic Emancipation. When the bill was finally pushed through by the Duke of Wellington in 1829 after O’Connell’s triumphant election in West Clare, she hailed it as the dawning of a new age of meritocracy in Ireland: ‘Now everyman may educate his son with the hope he may go forward according to his merits.’1 Maria had been brought up on eighteenth-century Enlightenment ideas and remained firmly agnostic all her life (she was almost equally scornful of Catholic ‘superstition’ and Methodist ‘cant’) but she and her family had many Catholic friends, and were proud of their connection with the Abbé Edgeworth, who had been Louis XVI’s confessor and bravely accompanied him to the guillotine at the height of the Terror. However O’Connell’s subsequent campaign for the Repeal of the Union and his recruitment of the newly nationalist Catholic priesthood to instruct their flock to vote against their landlords rapidly made him Maria’s enemy. From the 1830s, her letters paint him as a dangerous demagogue condoning if not encouraging inflammatory speeches from the pulpit. She was never to give O’Connell credit for his control of his vast audiences and refusal to countenance civil violence. As she saw it, only the Union with England could now guarantee the rights of property in Ireland. Everything depended on good and wise government from Westminster. As she wrote to her stepmother in 1835: ‘All our fate and future and domestic life hang upon this point. Will they [Government] be able to prevent those who have no property and no education from overturning by their numbers those who have some property & some education.’

			There is an interesting exchange in her novel of the same period, Helen: the heroine is told ‘Women are now so highly cultivated and political subjects of such high interest to all human creatures who live together in society … You cannot, I conceive, satisfy yourself with the common namby-pamby little missy phrase, “ladies have nothing to do with politics”.’ Maria certainly now did not – and did not hesitate to write to prime ministers such as Peel and Lord John Russell or to the Under-Secretary of State, Thomas Drummond, giving advice on cures for rural distress. However she strongly disapproved of Harriet Martineau’s call for women’s right to vote, which she considered almost as dangerous an idea as democracy itself.

			In old age she claimed to belong to no party, but enlightened Conservatism as exemplified by Peel was probably nearest her ideal. And the Whig government’s subsequent failure to deal with the Great Famine confirmed her view. At its onset, she was already a very old lady, and much bowed down by family tragedies at home. But she roused herself to use her fame and name to beg relief for Edgeworthstown and its surrounding districts. She had long before rejected from personal experience the principle preached by Harriet Martineau among others that charity was always wrong and that those ‘who do not work shall not eat.’ There were in Ireland ‘such numbers who had no work – who could not work from extenuation, disease, etc. Humanity could not leave these to perish from hunger – or if humanity had been out of the question, fear could not have ventured it.’2 The Irish peasant knew well enough how to retaliate. Maria had already lived through sixty years when landlords – or their agents – could be shot at from behind a hedge.

			Generous and enlightened paternalism, such as her father had practised, was in Maria’s view still the best insurance against social revolution – until education had percolated to the majority. She was not so far off the mark: Edgeworthstown was to survive as the family home for another three generations when many of the neighbouring big houses were burned out or abandoned and left to fall into ruin. The house itself is still immaculately kept, though now a nursing home, and so is the eighteenth-century walled garden where Maria once stamped on the garden frames as a neglected six-year-old and later happily planted her favourite ‘everblowing’ roses. And there is a fine new bronze statue of Maria herself, book in hand, looking down the main street of Edgeworthstown where she once walked briskly in her newly invented waterproof boots to oversee the paving of a footpath, or the building of the new market house … 

			

			
				
					1.	Quoting a reaction to the bill, told to her by Harriet Butler (see letter to Fanny Wilson, 14 February 1829).

				

				
					2.	Letter to Professor Jones, 14 June 1847.

				

			

		

	
		
			Acknowledgments

			When Maria was ten, her father set her as a writing project an essay on Generosity. The result has not survived but it led to an Edgeworth family saying, ‘Where is the generosity’. 

			This book has been made possible by generosity from many people. 

			First, I must thank Maria Edgeworth’s great-great-nephew Professor Sir David Butler, who has allowed me to quote extensively from Maria’s unpublished letters now held on loan in the New Bodleian. He has also most kindly allowed me to illustrate them with the drawings and sketches deposited there, mostly the work of Maria’s stepmother Frances Beaufort Edgeworth and Maria’s half-sisters, Charlotte and Honora Edgeworth. Charlotte in particular was a talented artist, dying tragically of consumption at the age of twenty-three. 

			The National Library of Ireland has also generously allowed me to quote from many of Maria’s letters up to the end of 1817, which are held in their collection of Edgeworth manuscripts.

			Dr Rolf Loeber also kindly offered the option of using pictures from two Edgeworth albums now belonging to him, which also consist mainly of sketches by Frances Edgeworth and Charlotte Edgeworth. He and his wife Magda have been hugely helpful over many years, sending me relevant articles, copies of Maria’s letters held in American libraries, and driving me to see some outposts of the original Edgeworth estates.

			Dr Edward McParland procured for me the splendid colour print of Trinity’s Museum with its stuffed giraffe – or as Maria called it ‘camelopardel’. Dr Anthony Malcomson arranged for Charlie Clements to send me the picture of Lord Oriel’s temple at Collon. Brendan and Alison Rosse have lent me the magnificent picture of the 3rd Earl of Rosse climbing his telescope at Birr and also showed me Maria’s correspondence with the 2nd Earl of Rosse. Trevor Fitzherbert kindly allowed my husband, Thomas, to photograph three miniatures of Maria’s favourite Ruxton cousins, rescued from their family home at Black Castle (now burnt). Matt Farrell, the moving force behind the Edgeworth Society and the Edgeworth Museum, sent me the sketch of the main street of Edgeworthstown probably made in the 1820s, and the photographs of Edgeworthstown house, c.1880 with Maria’s books still in place, as well as the photo of the Edgeworth vault at St John’s Church. The Royal Irish Academy and the Irish Architectural Archive have both allowed me to reproduce pictures at minimum cost. Many of my other illustrations were photographed by my husband, Thomas, or Bartle Darcy, a helpful neighbour. The London Library staff kindly found me many nineteenth-century or early twentieth-century illustrated books.

			For the letters themselves, my thanks go to the long-suffering librarians at the National Library of Ireland (NLI) and the Weston Library in the New Bodleian in Oxford, who brought me up successive folders of Edgeworth letters from the vaults over many months to read and copy. (I tried in vain to read Maria’s letters on microfiche, but nothing can compare with the pleasure and comparative ease of reading the original manuscript letters.) The NLI librarians also kindly directed me to Maria’s correspondence with Thomas Spring Rice, later Lord Mounteagle; with the famous Dublin mathematician Sir William Rowan Hamilton and with her favourite economist, the Reverend Richard Jones. I am also grateful to the librarians of the Special Collections in Trinity College, Dublin for allowing me to read through Maria’s correspondence with Sir Philip Crampton. All four of these collections gave me valuable background information about the second half of Maria’s life though in most cases I have not been able to quote from them directly for reasons of space.

			Many other friends have also given me help and encouragement in my years of reading through and selecting from Maria’s letters. My daughter Eliza, who first reignited my interest in Maria Edgeworth, lent me all her notes and, with Olda Fitzgerald and Barbara Fitzgerald, provided a bed in Dublin while I was working at the National Library. Marianne and Tim Sheehy, and Jane Goddard provided me with many bednights in Oxford while I was reading through the even larger collection of Maria’s letters in the Bodleian. John Fairleigh read through my typescripts at various stages and showered me with early nineteenth-century memoirs and letters, relating to Maria’s life and times. Another Westmeath neighbour, Katharina Dedem-Laurens, lent me her brilliant thesis, ‘Maria Edgeworth: A Sense of Place’, which confirmed my view that Maria’s letters from Ireland and her life as a ‘domestic being’ had not yet been properly explored. Robert O’Byrne, my husband Thomas, and my sister Linda Kelly have also all made hugely helpful suggestions as to narrative themes to follow and shared their much greater knowledge of Irish, English and European history. 

			Lastly, my thanks to my editor, Bridget Farrell at Lilliput, who has patiently helped with the highly complicated process of putting together letters and illustrations to create this book; and to Fred Krehbiel, whose generosity has made it possible to illustrate it as I had hoped.

			Illustrations

			The vast majority of black and white illustrations in this book are from the collection of Edgeworth drawings and watercolours in the Weston Library of the Bodleian, Eng Misc, Edgeworth MSS, Folders 901–903, which I have been allowed to reproduce by kind permission of Sir David Butler and his family. These appear on the following pages: 39, 41, 68, 71, 79, 94, 96, 104, 109, 115, 122, 163, 167, 174, 181, 195, 208, 226, 229, 283, 295, 315, 333, 370, 374, 383, 385.

			Maria’s picture of herself falling off a ladder, p. 383 and the endpapers of the book can also be found in her letters MS Eng. Lett. Edgeworth in the Weston Library.

			The famous portrait of the Edgeworth family by Adam Buck in 1787 is now on loan to the National Gallery of Ireland, but is also the property of Sir David Butler and his family, who have allowed me to reproduce it on the cover.

			I am also grateful to the following institutions for allowing reproduction of the following pictures.

			Title-pages for Essay on Irish Bulls, p. 74, and Memoirs of Richard Lovell Edgeworth, Esq., p. 214, courtesy of The Lilliput Press.

			The Edgeworth Museum for the sketch of Edgeworthstown main street, p.237, and interiors of Edgeworthstown House photographed in the 1880s, p. 424.

			The Irish Architectural Archive for the picture of Farnham House, Co. Cavan, p. 247 and the sketch of Maria Edgeworth’s bedroom, p. 420.

			The Paul Getty Library for the calotype of Michael Pakenham Edgeworth, p. 407.

			The National Library of Ireland for the drawing by Arthur Young, p. 32 and the sketch by Harriet Beaufort of peasants queuing for food, p. 413.

			The National Portrait Gallery in London for the mezzotint of Honora Sneyd, p. 27 and the calotype of Maria Edgeworth, p. 407.

			The Royal Irish Academy for the frontispiece of Moore’s Irish Melodies, p. 143.

			A few other pictures have been kindly made available to me from private collections, viz. the satirical sketch by Caroline Hamilton, p.49 and the Temple at Oriel, p. 176. Pictures from our own family collection include the Gillray cartoon, p. 57, George IV’s triumphal progress down Sackville St, p. 139 and the portraits of Kitty Pakenham and Sir Arthur Wellesley (later Duke of Wellington), p. 103 and Admiral Pakenham, p. 118.

			 Attributions for the colour pictures used in this book appear beside them. 

			Note on Text
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			I. March 1776 – May 1798

			Maria Edgeworth always claimed the rackety Irish squires of her famous novel, Castle Rackrent, were pure invention, but it is tempting to draw parallels with early generations of Edgeworths in Ireland. Two Edgeworth brothers had come to Ireland in the 1580s as part of a wave of late Elizabethan ‘adventurers’. Both prospered – one, Edward, became a bishop; the other Francis, Maria’s great-great-grandfather, became Chief Clerk to the Crown in Dublin. In 1619 James I awarded Francis 600 acres of land in Co. Longford, confiscated from a Catholic landowner, and Francis married a neighbouring heiress, Jane Tuite. But their descendants rapidly acquired all the traditional habits of the Anglo-Irish squire – hard drinking and gambling and extravagant hospitality, compounded in the Edgeworths’ case by frequent absences at court in London. Near-bankruptcy was twice staved off by marriage to a rich widow. Maria’s grandfather Richard Edgeworth, who chronicled the family history in The Black Book of Edgeworthstown, was the first to return to prudent ways, brought up by a sober Pakenham uncle. A shrewd lawyer, he fought off rival claimants to the estate and built up his rent roll, though with scant regard for his wretched tenants. He also married a clever well-educated woman, Jane Lovell, from Wales. Between them they carefully supervised their children’s education. Richard Lovell, Maria’s father, the only surviving son, was sent to Trinity College, Dublin, aged just sixteen, but quickly removed when it was clear he had joined a wild hard-drinking set. Instead he was enrolled at Oxford to study law.

			Unfortunately, Richard Edgeworth had introduced his son to an old legal acquaintance, Paul Elers, who lived within easy riding distance of Oxford. Richard Lovell, who was highly attractive to women, proceeded to flirt with (and possibly seduce) one of Elers’ pretty daughters, Anna Maria.
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			Anna Maria Elers, Maria’s mother. She had eloped with Richard Lovell Edgeworth aged seventeen.

			Aged nineteen, he eloped with her to Gretna Green and almost immediately regretted it. Anna Maria was domesticated and prudent but barely literate. Richard was clever, restless and enthralled by Enlightenment ideas. He also had a distinct talent for mechanical invention. Soon after Maria, his second child, was born in 1768, he was introduced to the brilliant circle of writers, inventors and manufacturers headed by Dr Erasmus Darwin at Lichfield, which later formed the so-called Lunar Society (they met regularly at the full moon). At Dr Darwin’s house, he met the beautiful intellectual eighteen-year-old Honora Sneyd, daughter of a local landowner, and fell passionately in love with her. 

			Unable to offer Honora marriage, he fled to France, taking his first child, Dick, with him and leaving his wife in England with two small girls. When Anna Maria died giving birth to a third daughter, Edgeworth almost immediately returned and declared his love to Honora. She accepted him and Maria found herself with a new stepmother at the age of five. Unlike poor Anna Maria, Honora shared fully in Richard’s intellectual interests and together they set out to plan a new system for children’s education – Richard Lovell Edgeworth had been an enthusiast for Rousseau’s system of ‘natural’ education and had already tried it out on Dick with disastrous results: Dick, left to roam free without shoes or instruction until the age of seven, had proved quite ungovernable and finally had to be sent away to sea to serve under the Edgeworths’ cousin, Captain Lord Longford. (He ran away from his ship and soon after emigrated to America.)

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

			The beautiful Honora Sneyd, painted by Romney before her marriage.

			In 1775 Richard Lovell Edgeworth brought his children, now three small daughters and an infant son by Honora, back to the family estate at Edgeworthstown in Co. Longford. His father had died three years before and it was clear the place was going to rack and ruin under an agent’s care. He threw himself into reclaiming it, remodelling house and gardens, clearing ditches, planting and draining. ‘He has 40 men constantly employed and thinks of nothing but his duty,’ wrote Honora admiringly. She and Richard were wholly absorbed in each other. Six-year-old Maria, largely ignored, remembered later her unhappiness, and trampling on the garden frames in the walled garden and the delightful sound of breaking glass.

			But Honora was already showing symptoms of consumption, and the damp Irish climate was seen as a danger. In 1777 Richard Lovell Edgeworth brought her and the children back to England, and Maria was packed off to a boarding school at Derby, run by a Mrs Lataffiere. Maria’s earliest surviving letter, written from school in careful copperplate to her stepmother, shows her pathetically eager for approval.

			Maria (aged eight) to Mrs Honora Edgeworth 

			Derby, 30 March 1776

			Dear Mamma,

			It is with the greatest pleasure I write to you as I flatter myself it will make you happy to hear from me. I hope you and dear Papa are well. School now seems agreeable to me. I have begun French and dancing and intend to make [great – crossed out] improvement in everything I learn. I know it will give you great satisfaction to know I am a good girl. My cousin Clay sends her love; mine to my father and sisters who I hope are well. Pray give my duty to papa, and accept the same from, dear Mamma – your dutiful daughter.

			Some of her stepmother’s chilling responses to Maria survive, which cannot have given much comfort, and her father’s are hardly better.

			Northchurch, 5 February 1778

			Dear Maria,

			Your father and I begin to think it long since we heard from you and beg you will write to us to inform us how you have gone on since your Father saw you at Derby. I hope Mr and Mrs Lataffiere will authorise you to inform us that your behaviour has merited their esteem [?] and that you have endeavoured to improve yourself in everything which you have an opportunity of learning – your being taught to dance may enable you to alter your common method of holding yourself if you pay attention to it & I must say you wanted improvement in this respect very much when you were here … 

				

			Great Berkhamsted, Herts, 1778

			My dear Maria,

			I have delayed answering your letter that some time might elapse to put your resolution of perseverance to a trial. I hope most sincerely that your answer to this will be accompanied with such an account from Mrs Lataffiere as will confirm me in my hopes of your becoming an amiable girl, a character which is of all others most desirable – With a benevolent heart, complying temper and obliging manners, I should make no doubt that by your mother’s assistance you might become a very excellent and highly improved woman – Your person, my dear Maria, will be exactly in the middle ground between beauty and plainness – handsome enough to be upon a level with the generality of your sex, if accompanied by gentleness, Reserve & real good sense – Plain enough to be contemptible if unattended with the good qualities of the head and heart – These you have in your own power to attain and your behaviour this summer gave me hopes that your Ambition is excited towards the true perfection of the female character – … What the French call Pretension can never please in any English woman – Perfect beauty cannot make it agreeable to people of sense & good taste; anything short of that species of personal perfection becomes the object of criticism to your sex if … placed too forward in a female … – Adieu, my Dr daughter, (write) to me in English and believe me to be your affectionate father, Richard Lovell Edgeworth.

			[Postscript by Honora] 

			I cannot add anything, my dear Maria, to the advice of such a father as you are blessed with, except my most earnest wishes that you may be everything he approves & then I am sure your character will be such as (were you a stranger to me) would make me want you for the Friend of your affect. Mother, Honora Edgeworth.

			You asked me many times to let you write to me; I am always glad to hear from you when you have inclination to write, but I wish you never to consider it a task.

			By 1778 Honora’s consumption had been confirmed, and she and Edgeworth were desperately moving from one location in England to another in search of any treatment that might delay her death.

			Richard Lovell Edgeworth to Maria	

			Sheffield, 2 November 1779

			My dear Maria,

			I am very sorry that I cannot give such an account as will please you of your mother’s health. She still continues in a very dangerous situation but has her usual cheerfulness and serenity – Your last (letter) appeared to me more en fille d’école than your former letters. Indeed it is impossible to write without having something to say; at least it ought to be impossible. I send you part of an Arabian fable which I beg you to finish & am with great affection, your father, Richard Lovell Edgeworth

			Subsequent letters to his younger sister Margaret, who had married a retired soldier, John Ruxton, gave anguished bulletins on Honora’s decline and begged her frantically to come to England. She finally arrived too late. In the meantime, Maria became the immediate recipient of her father’s grief – and another remarkable moralizing letter. There was at least a hint that relations had seen Honora’s treatment of Maria as over-harsh.

			Richard Lovell Edgeworth to Maria	

			Bristol [?], 2 May 1780

			My dearest daughter,

			At six o’clock on Sunday morning your mother expired in my arms – She now lies dead beside me and I know I am doing what would give her pleasure … by writing to you at this time to fix her excellent image in your mind – As you grow older and become acquainted with more of my friends you will hear from every mouth the exalted character of your incomparable Mother.

			You will be convinced by your own reflection that she fulfilled the part of a mother towards you & towards your sisters without partiality for her own or servile indulgence towards mine.

			Though her timely restraint of you and steadiness of behaviour, yielding fondness towards you only by the exact measure of your conduct at first alarmed those who did not know her, yet now, my dearest daughter, every Person who has the least connection with my family is anxious to give sincere testimony of their admiration of those very circumstances which they too harshly associated with the idea of a second wife –

			Continue, my dear daughter, the desire you feel of becoming amiable, prudent and of Use. The ornamental parts of a Character with an understanding such as yours … necessarily ensues. But true judgement and sagacity in the choice of friends and the regulation of your behaviour is to be had only from reflection and from being thoroughly convinced of what Experience teaches in general too late, that to be happy, we must be Good – God bless you and make you ambitious of the valuable praise which the amiable character of your dear Mother forces from the virtuous & the wise.

			My writing to you in my present situation will, my dearest daughter, be remembered by you as the strongest proof of the love of your approving and affectionate father, Richard Lovell Edgeworth

			Honora on her deathbed had urged Richard Lovell Edgeworth to marry her younger sister Elizabeth Sneyd – rather to his surprise and to Elizabeth’s, who was not at all in love with him. However, when he proposed a few months later, she accepted him. The engagement, though legal (the bill banning marrying a ‘Deceased Wife’s Sister’ only became law later), shocked both her family and Richard’s sister, Margaret Ruxton. The Sneyds forbade the bans and the couple were eventually forced to find a clergyman in a London parish to marry them. But Elizabeth was to be a far kinder and more congenial stepmother to Maria than the ‘incomparable Honora’. And Richard’s letters began to show more open affection for his eldest daughter.

			Shortly afterwards he decided to send Maria to a fashionable boarding school in London to give her polish – a vain attempt as Maria showed no aptitude for music or drawing or dancing and remained painfully shy. But she entertained her fellow pupils with ghost stories at night and made one close friend, Fanny Robinson, daughter of a Northamptonshire baronet. Fanny teased her for her sedateness and bookishness (Maria was already showing strong bluestocking tastes encouraged by her father), but gave her the affection she craved.

			By 1782 Richard Lovell Edgeworth was already a father of eight children. It was clear from his intermittent visits to Ireland that his estates in Edgeworthstown were being hopelessly mismanaged by an agent, and he had already decided before Honora’s death that he must return to Edgeworthstown himself fulltime, not only as his duty but from financial necessity. Maria, aged fourteen, was removed at short notice from her finishing school to return to Ireland, much to her delight. Nothing could have been better than to be allowed to live with her beloved father again.

			The family reached Dublin in early April. Maria’s first impressions of the extraordinary mixture of squalor and grandeur of the city and the dilapidated state of Edgeworthstown House and its swarming retainers were to be brilliantly recalled in her later novel, The Absentee. 

			Maria’s earliest surviving letters from Ireland are to her old school friend Fanny Robinson. They begin, not surprisingly, with school gossip and Maria’s admiration for Fanny Burne (whose romantic novel Evelina had been published three years before to huge acclaim), but they also show her interest in letter writing as an art – she cites two famous English models – and her first literary endeavour, given to her by her father, translating from French Madame de Genlis’ letters on education (Madame de Genlis was governess to the French Royal family). Unfortunately this came to nothing as a rival translation appeared when Maria’s was half done.

			To Fanny Robinson 	

			Edgeworthstown	, 15 April 1782	

			… So there have been wonderful revolutions in Wimpole Street, the rebel Angel is “fallen, fallen, fallen from the blest abode.” But seriously how does Miss Denis, Miss Masin and Miss E. Dent do? All x-x-x w I hope.

			This present day is one of the hottest we have had this summer, but I defy the sun and all its wicked works for I am seated in a shady arbour on the stump of an old tree – Do you envy me? – But perhaps you are insensible to the heat. I am sure you must be if you could sit baking in a playhouse to see Miss Siddons.

			It is the utmost I would do to see Miss Burney for I am not, as you seem to be, Siddons mad, having only a likeness of her in a Review … You are acquainted with Miss Burney, pray tell me all you know of her … I read Evelina over twice, once with a malicious view of discovering a fault, but alas before I had read it half through, I forgot my intentions. Lord Orville is a man after my own heart – his character did not want a title to give it dignity; it is saying a great deal for the Hero but when I say the Heroine thought so too perhaps I say still more for her. It was the character of the man and not the lord she loved – Why then did Miss Burney give him a title – was it to recommend it to titled Readers? If so she did their taste or her Book great injustice … And I may be so bold to say of her young Plebiean admirers some injury … It is preparing for them Disappointment and Ennui at least … Evelina had not title & but small fortune and she married an Earl! Will no conclusion be drawn from this? Will no hopes be raised?3

			… As for the Book you are so kind as to enquire about – Alas, it is only a humble translation of Madame de Genlis’ letters. I had just finished the third volume when a rival translation appeared in all its Glory – one volume however is printed and my father thinks of compressing the other two into one & publishing them in Dublin. 

			… What easy sprightly letters Grey’s are (published by Mason) – I dare say you have read them – They are not the stiff performance of an author written under the rod of criticism and of a Presentment that they would be published as authors’ letters usually are – All that I have seen of Pope’s give me that idea, the style is too correct to be free … Don’t you think so? You hear I am asking trifling questions across the British channel with as little ceremony as if you were in the same room with me. I hope you will transport me, or at least my ideas, on return to Crawford … If I should meet Miss Burney there – I should be completely happy – If there is any resemblance between her own character & her amiable Evelina, I should not only be desirous but ambitious of her friendship4…

			Maria’s subsequent letters to Fanny Robinson show her becoming happily absorbed in her new life at Edgeworthstown, though still devouring a formidable number of books. Her father, impressed by Maria’s intelligence and willingness to learn, decided to make her his bookkeeper and secretary for estate business and she rode out daily with him on her pony Dapple to inspect fields and outlying tenant farms. It was also a time of intense political excitement in Ireland: the Volunteer movement had sprung up ostensibly to ‘defend’ Ireland against a French invasion in the wake of the American revolution but in fact to put pressure on England to grant the Irish Parliament more political independence. Shortly afterwards it fizzled out, dissolved by its leader Lord Charlemont as it became apparent it could lead to more dangerous strains of insurrection.

			To Fanny Robinson

			 Edgeworthstown, 15 September 1783		

			… You desire me to read Julia de Roubigne5 … I won’t promise you I will, though I am as fond of Novels as you can be I am afraid they act on the constitution of the Mind as Drams do on that of the body … But your recommendation will induce me to read any other species of books – Have you finished Rollins’ Ancient History yet and how did you like it? I am reading the History of the only conqueror I will ever like – Peter justly called the Great. I shall read the life of Charles the Twelfth as soon as I have finished but I am afraid all Voltaire’s Eloquence will not prevent my wishing his hero to lose every Battle … I have finished Moliere’s and begun Marivaux’s Theatre … – You see I read several Books on different subjects at a time …

			Now indulge me in talking to you of a subject which … fills my whole mind (except when it is empty) – the present state of Politics here. What should you think of a Civil War? Upon my word there is danger – The people are in a state of universal fermentation. The Counties, Corps, Provinces are all sending Delegates and making what they call Spirited Resolutions – a free Parliament is the cry – a free Parliament they will have or none at all – There is to be one of the greatest and most respectable meetings held on Monday next (to decide on some plan to be supported by the united exertions of the Volunteers of Ireland) that was ever seen in this … Country. My father went up to Town this morning to speak at it … They say your Ministry in England means to oppose with all their strength & the Catholics here hint that if they are not allowed the right of voting they will join them – But I cannot believe it, the ministers of England must be too well informed to think the Volunteer army nothing but a name, or to venture to trifle with several 1000 men in arms with a Charlemont, an Ogle and a Flood at their head – I tell you what, my dear Fanny, I am not too proud to be vain & so let me praise my father … His speech to the Leinster delegates was received with the greatest applause … Pray look sometimes at our Irish papers to see what’s doing here … Cast your eye over a map of Ireland now and then that you mayn’t be frightened when I talk of Drogheda & Dungannon & Tipperary & Carrickfergus & a few other such names …

			It is unlikely that Fanny Robinson, fresh from a London season, responded to Maria’s interest in Irish politics. Meanwhile, Maria, remote from balls in rural Co. Longford, convinced herself that Fanny’s social life in London would not have suited her and offered a further long lecture on Ireland, reflecting her father’s views.			

			To Fanny Robinson 

			Edgeworthstown, Autumn 1783	

			… You have mentioned in several letters that you are going to Balls. I have an odd opinion to ask you – are you happier at a Ball than anywhere else? You will laugh & say to be sure I am; or perhaps you will ask me why I make such a curious enquiry? I will tell you why – because I am inclined to believe that it is all the preparations, the Music, the dress, the praise & the bustle which constitute the charms of a Ball … Our tastes do not in these aspects I believe agree but I see the obvious cause for their disagreeing – you have a very agreeable person, agreeable manners & many external accomplishments which I want – You are active, nimble & dance well. I am awkward & dance very ill, it is not therefore the least surprising that you should be happy in a ballroom where you are praised … or that I on the contrary with every personal disadvantage … should feel myself much less at my ease in company than amongst friends who set little comparative value on such qualifications … I know their value for I know the want of them, and the pain arising from that want is certainly the most exact measure of that worth …

			I promised you my dear Miss Robinson that I would give you some account of the manners of the people I live amongst and that I would communicate all the observations I have an opportunity of making on the peculiarities of … the climate etc.

			The Irish are perhaps the laziest civilised nation on the face of the Earth. To avoid a moment’s present trouble they will bring on themselves real misfortunes. When urged by necessity (for without that spur they would never exert themselves) they work with excessive violence for a short space of time and then sink again into a species of torpid inaction – for this indolence peculiar to the Irish peasantry several reasons may be assigned … the most powerful is low wages of labour, 6d a day in winter and 8d in the summer … every day labourer has about 3 acres of land sown with potatoes enough to afford a subsistence to him and his wretched family. He does not covet or even seem to relish the luxuries and conveniences of life – they live in a hut whose mud built walls can scarcely support their weather beaten roofs, you may see the children playing before the abris sans shoes, sans stockings, sans everything – the father of the family on a fine summer’s day standing in the sunshine at his door, while his house is ready to fall upon his head … You go up to him and tell him he had much better set about repairing his house – he would answer you Oh faith Honey, when it falls it will be time enough to think of picking it up …

			… To conclude their character, the Irish are remarkably hospitable to strangers, friendly and charitable to each other; à propos about charity I must observe to you that the charity of the higher class of people is one of the greatest checks to industry. It encourages idleness amongst the Poor and increases the number or rather the swarms of Beggars, which invest the streets of Dublin. Let the rich raise the wages of labour, the rewards of industry, that would be true charity … The lower class of Irish are extremely eloquent, they have a volubility, a fluency and a facility of delivery which is really surprising … and they are good lawyers … necessity obliges them to exercise their abilities for fraud and artifices. The Irish language is now almost gone into disuse … except in their quarrels with each other. It is a remarkably harmonious language … the Irish claim their origin from the Phoenicians.

			There are finer lakes in this country … than you could have any idea of; the face of the country is disfigured by large tracks of bog. It is supposed that these bogs were originally formed by the leaf and bark of immense forests of trees. A peasant who was working in bog owned by my Father found several feet below the surface a coat, a basket full of arms and a wooden bowl … the coat was neither knit or woven – it was of a manufacture quite unknown – my father has sent it over to the Royal Society …

			You think my dear Fanny that I change my employments, my tastes, my pursuits every four months – I must tell you what I am about in my own defence; well I’m writing a book – a Book – yes a book and in six volumes, I began it a month ago and I have written two volumes, but I will tell you neither the title or the subject until it is published … 

			The book mentioned was probably Maria’s first attempt at a novel. But her father encouraged her instead to apply her storytelling talents to the project begun with him and his second wife Honora – providing simple moral tales for children to replace the usual diet of fairy stories and nursery rhymes. All his children were now to be educated at home without governesses or tutors, and he allotted each of his younger children in turn to the care of an older one. Maria was made responsible for Henry, her stepmother Elizabeth’s second child, born in 1782. Her next surviving letter is to her stepmother’s sister, Charlotte Sneyd. Charlotte and another sister, Mary Sneyd, had taken over the care of the younger Edgeworth children in the aftermath of Honora’s death and were soon to come to live permanently at Edgeworthstown to help with Richard Lovell Edgeworth’s ever-expanding family.
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			An Irish family outside their cabin, drawn by Arthur Young in 1776 to illustrate his Tour of Ireland, though not used. Maria would have read Young’s book and her letter to Fanny Robinson echoes Young’s descriptions.

			To Charlotte Sneyd 

			Edgeworthstown, 9 December 1787 	

			… I think, my dear Aunt Charlotte, I did not know till Henry returned to us after his six weeks absence how very agreeable even a child of his age can make himself … His journey has been productive of so much pleasure to me from the kindness and approbation you have shown and has left my mind so full a conviction of your skill in the art of education that I should part with Henry again with infinitely more security and satisfaction than I did two months ago. I was really surprised to see with what ease and alacrity little Henry returned to all his former habits and occupations … nothing seemed strange to him in anything or anybody about him. When he spoke of you to us, he seemed to think that we were all necessarily connected in all our commands and wishes, that we were all one whole – One great polypus soul …

			The ‘great polypus soul’ at Edgeworthstown was subject to frequent deaths as well as births – two of Elizabeth’s children had died in infancy – and in 1790 Richard Lovell Edgeworth’s beautiful fifteen-year-old daughter by Honora, also named Honora, died, like her mother, of consumption. This is Maria’s first surviving letter to her Aunt Ruxton, her father’s sister Margaret, who was to become her favourite correspondent. The Ruxtons lived at Black Castle outside Navan in Co. Meath in a delightful large cottage orné and there was constant coming and going between there and Edgeworthstown.

			To aunt Ruxton 	

			Edgeworthstown, 11 February 1790 		

			Your friendship, my dear Aunt Ruxton, has I am sure considerably alleviated the anguish of mind my father has had to feel, and your letter and well deserved praise of my dear mother’s [stepmother] fortitude and exertion were a real pleasure to her. She has indeed had a great deal to bear … In my father’s absence, she ordered everything, did everything, felt everything herself. Unless, my dear aunt, you had been present during the last week of dear Honora’s sufferings, I think you could not form an idea of anything so terrible, so touching – such extreme fortitude, such affection, such attention to the smallest feelings of others, as she showed on her death-bed!

			My father has carefully kept his mind occupied ever since his return, but we cannot help seeing his feelings at intervals. He has not slept for two or three nights and is, I think, far from well today …

			He said the other day, speaking of Honora, “My dear daughters, I promise you one thing, I will never reproach any of you with Honora. I will never reproach you with any of her virtues.” There could not have been a kinder … promise, but I could not help fearing that my father should refrain from speaking of her too much, and that it would hurt his mind …

			Maria’s second stepmother, Elizabeth, weakened by almost yearly pregnancies, and Honora’s fourteen-year-old brother Lovell were also showing consumptive symptoms and in the following year, Richard Lovell Edgeworth decided to take them both to Clifton to seek doctors’ advice. Maria, aged twenty-three, was left in charge of her remaining seven siblings, much to her alarm.

			To aunt Ruxton

			Edgeworthstown, September 1791 

			Now that my father and mother are gone [to England] you cannot imagine with what pleasure I reflect that we have so good and kind a friend as you, my dear Aunt Ruxton, so near us … For though the unbounded kindness and confidence my father and my dear mother expressed towards me when we parted was enough to reassure a disposition more timid than mine naturally is, yet I cannot help feeling unusual timidity when I look round me and think I am trusted with so valuable a charge.
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			Maria’s favourite aunt, Margaret Ruxton, Richard Lovell Edgeworth’s younger sister.
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			Richard Lovell Edgeworth and the memorial to his daughter Honora, painted by Adam Buck, 1790.

			We had the pleasure of hearing last night that they landed safely at Holyhead after a sixteen hour passage [which] … was my father says, remarkably rough. He says he was sick enough for two, my mother for four … They proposed being absent only till the first week in October; but allowing for the usual chances of travelling, we may think ourselves exceedingly happy if we see them in the middle of October. – You, my dear aunt, who know the excessive kindness with which they treat me more as a friend and equal than as a daughter, can imagine how I miss the pleasures I have been spoiled with. But yet I feel much more cheerful than I had any idea I should … because my sisters and Lovell are so kind to me and all the children go on so well … Emmeline has the care of Charlotte and I think, there cannot be a more sweet-tempered child.

			My sister and I hope you will not forget to give all our loves, one by one, to Letty and Sophy. If Margaret will do me the favour to accept of them, I will soon send her some wee-wee stories which she commissioned me to write if I could … 

			A month later, Richard Lovell Edgeworth, delighted with Clifton, wrote to instruct Maria to bring the entire family to join him there, where they would see the world and she and her older sisters would find husbands. The youngest child, two-year-old Thomas Day, was to be entrusted to Sophy Ruxton at Black Castle. Sophy, nine years younger than Maria but clever and bookish, was to become her most intimate friend.

			TO AUNT Ruxton

			Edgeworthstown	, October 1791		

			My dear mother is safe and well, and a fine new sister, I suppose you have heard. [To be called Honora.] My very dear aunt, since the moment I came home till this instant my hands have trembled and my head whirled with business but the delightful hope of seeing my dear father and mother at Bristol is in a fine perspective at the end. My father has written the kindest possible letter and Emmeline is transcribing his directions … We are to set off as soon as we can … I write by this night’s post to Mr Hanna, to take lodgings for us at Dublin and we are, as you will see, to go by Holyhead …

			And now, my dear Sophy for your roaring blade, Thomas Day, Esq. He is in readiness to wait upon you – whenever you can have the charity to receive him? Name the day, my dear aunt which will be the least inconvenient if you can – and Molly6 or John Langan7 shall bring him the old or new chaise to your door … I will send Hume unopened in Thomas’ lap …

			To Sophy Ruxton	

			Edgeworthstown, October 1791			

			I must and I will find time to write one line to you, my dear Sophy, to tell you not that I like you, not that your conversation interested me extremely and that the ease and openness of your manners particularly suited my taste – for if thou hast not found out all this, I shall not trouble to tell it thee … I hope Tomboy will deliver this with his own hand. How very good you are to take charge of him. He has orders to lay, if he can lift it – a clumsy writing desk of Sister Maria’s to lay at your ladyship’s feet. Don’t let your pride prick up your ears, I am not going to give it to you … only to beseech you to take care of it in my absence and if you will, my dear Sophy, it will be very agreeable to me to think it may sometimes bring me to your thoughts. I have but few friends in the world, but those few I hope I shall never lose. Wherever I am … a very great proportion of the happiness of my life must depend upon the approbation and affection of the friends I love. I send the story I began for Margaret8 merely to prove to you I had actually begun – it is very badly done and for my own credit I would not send it, only on the faith that you will not show it to anybody, and return it by Molly …

			Maria, in charge of six children, arrived at Holyhead after an exhausting 33-hour passage, then took the long coach journey to Clifton, arriving early November 1791. The family did not return to Edgeworthstown until November 1793. Anna (Maria’s younger sister) meanwhile had become engaged to Dr Thomas Beddoes, described by her father as ‘a little fat democrat of considerable abilities, of a great name in the scientific world’. Poor little Thomas Day Edgeworth, who had been left with the Ruxtons, had died while they were away. 

			By New Year 1794, England was at war with France in the wake of the French Revolution, and the recruiting officers were out in Ireland. Maria’s father had invented a new telegraph system to give early warning of a French invasion and was endeavouring (without success) to persuade the government to install it.

			To Sophy Ruxton

			Edgeworthstown, 22 January 1794				

			… Mr Fox9 and Lady Anne were here last Sunday and are returning immediately to Kilkenny. Mr Fox, I believe, got but one recruit out of John Langan and to all our enquiries for men for “my uncle”, John Langan shakes his head, puts up his shoulder or changes from leg to leg which are all in him sad tokens of his distress …

			Give my love to Letty10 and tell her that her rose is in good preservation and is along with the quaking grass blooming on my bureau …

			To Sophy Ruxton 

			Edgeworthstown, 23 February 1794 					

			… The latest telegraph news arrived here last night in a letter from Lovell to my father. The Speaker behaved like himself in everything except in unluckily having lost the Memorial. My father wrote a new one, approved of in flattering terms by Colonel Doyle; in still more flattering terms by Lord Charlemont. My father went to see the Longfords all warm and alive – Mr Edward Pakenham just came over with a Mr Clements – the Mr Clements who erected signal-posts along the coast of England and who was said to be coming over to establish similar posts – but he has come only to take possession of a good estate. Observe, ladies and gentlemen, that the word “telegraph” and “telegraphy” have been carefully avoided in this new Memorial because both party spirit and national pride dislike the sound of the French telegraph.

			Thank my aunt and thank yourself for kind enquiries after “Letters for Literary Ladies”.11 

			I am sorry to say they are not quite as well as can be expected … when they are fit to be seen – if that happy time arrives – their first visit shall be to Black Castle. They are now disfigured by all manner of crooked marks of Papa’s critical indignation which I would not have you see …

			My mother is better this evening,12 but she is so very cheerful when she has a moment’s respite that it deceives us. She calls Lovell the Minute Philosopher at this instant because he is drawing with the assistance of a magnifying glass … a beautifully small drawing of the new front of the house.13

			To AUNT Ruxton

			Edgeworthstown	, 8 May 1794

			My father has just had a letter from Anna14 who is safely landed in England. She says she suffered less than she ever did and “luckily escaped a watery grave”. A boatful of passengers was rowed by such a set of drunken Charons that it was half filled with water and nearly lost …

			My father is perfectly well and very busy out of doors and indoors – The snail of the banisters of the new staircase has just crawled into the hall and certain beauteous pillars have appeared, whose future place of destination no one will tell me … Your hated triangular hatbox of a passage is going to be destroyed and an entrance dans tous les règles made into the hall – so that hereafter no one shall complain of having lost their way …

			My father brought back certain books from Black Castle, amongst which I was glad to see the Fairy Tales … We are reading a new book for children Evenings at Home by Mrs Barbauld and Dr Aikin [which] we admire extremely.15 Has Sophy seen them? And has she seen the fine Aurora Borealis which was to be seen last week and which my father and Lovell saw with ecstasies. The candles were all put out in the library and a wonderful bustle was made, before I rightly comprehended what was going on … 
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			Anna Edgeworth, drawn after her marriage to Dr Thomas Beddoes. Pretty and vivacious, she attracted many admirers, including Humphrey Davy, Beddoes’ young assistant.
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			Dr Thomas Beddoes, described by Anna’s father as a ‘little fat democrat of considerable abilities’. He founded the Pneumatic Institute in Bristol, which experimented with medical cures by gases.

			To AUNT Ruxton

			Edgeworthstown, June 1794

			How melancholy the advertisement of Black Castle looks in the newspapers!.16 The pretty Drawing-room, the Bats wing Turret which I love and all the happy days I have spent with you [are] full in my recollection. Will the cheerful bookcases be left empty shelves? – And who will sit upon the sofa when you are gone? I know you will think more about the trees and shrubs you have planted with your own hands but for these I do not pretend to have such a near interest … The blue sugar-chest is the only thing in the house I hate and I hate it because it always sat upon the sofa beside you, just where I wanted to sit – and always made more noise with its padlock than I with my tongue. Sugar-chest, I hate you! 

			… I like to read as well as talk with you, my dear aunt, because you mix the grave and gay together and put your long finger upon the very passages which my short stumpy one was just starting forward to point out …

			You are very good indeed to wish for “Toys and Tasks”17 but I think it would be most unreasonable to send them to you now …

			To Sophy Ruxton

			2 July 1794

			Having the honour to be the fair day of Edgeworthstown as is well proclaimed to the neighbourhood by the noise of pigs squeaking, men bawling, women brawling and children squealing etc		 	

			… I am glad you are still at Black Castle – while you are there, there is hope you may come here. Consider that Rostrevor18 is in the air, and Kinsale nobody knows where and summer goes and winter comes and life goes – what then? A Picture of a Skeleton which to Sneyd’s unprejudiced imagination looks very droll! …

			There are, an’t please you, ma’am a great many good things here – There is a Balloon hanging up and another going to be put on the stocks: there is soap made and making from a receipt in Nicholson’s “Chemistry” – there is excellent ink made by the same book – there is a cake of roses just squeezed in a vice by my father according to the advice of Madame de Lagaraye, the woman in black cloak and ruffles who weighs with unwearied scales in the frontispiece of a book, which perhaps my aunt remembers, entitled Chimie de goût et de l’odorat. – There is a set of accurate weights, just completed by the ingenious Messrs Lovell and Henry Edgeworth, partners – for Henry is now a junior partner and grown an inch and a half upon the strength of it in two months. The use and ingenuity of these weights I do or did understand; it is great, but I am afraid of puzzling you and disgracing myself attempting to explain it …
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			Fairday at Edgeworthstown:a sketch by Charlotte Edgeworth.

			My father bought a great many books at Mr Dean’s sale. Six volumes, I believe, of Machines Approuvés, full of prints of paper mills, gunpowder mills, machines pour ramonter les bateaux … – a great many things which you would like to see, I am sure, over my father’s shoulder. And my aunt would like to see the new staircase – and see a kit-cat view of a robin redbreast sitting on her nest in a sawpit, discovered by Lovell – and you would both like to pick Emmeline’s fine strawberries round the crowded oval table after dinner – and to see my mother look so much better in the midst of us – Adieu, dear Sophy.

			But peace at Edgeworthstown was under a growing threat. Ireland had suffered chronic agrarian ‘troubles’ for most of the century. Now, emboldened by events in revolutionary France, secret societies of armed peasants known as Defenders had re-emerged – attacking landlords or anyone suspected of taking land after an eviction. Though Richard Lovell Edgeworth claimed that there were no Defenders on his own estates, he played a leading role in setting up a local militia, partly to prevent more extremist Protestant elements taking control.

			To Aunt Ruxton

			Edgeworthstown, 11 August 1794

			… There have been lately several flying reports of Defenders, but we never thought the danger near till today. Last night a party of forty men attacked the house of one Hoxey about half-a-mile from us and took, as usual, the arms. They have also been at Ringowny where there was only one servant left to take care of the house – they took the arms and broke all the windows. Today Mr Bond, our high sheriff, paid us a pale visit – thought it proper something should be done for the internal defence of the town of Edgeworthstown and the County of Longford and wished my father would apply to him for a meeting of the county. My father first rode over to the scene of action to inquire into the truth of the reports – found them true and on his return to dinner found Mr Thompson of Clonfin and Captain Doyle, nephew to the general and the wounded colonel who is now at Granard. Captain Doyle will send a sergeant and eleven men tomorrow over to my father – tonight a watch is to be set up, but it is supposed that the sight of two redcoats riding across the country together will keep the evil-minded sprites from appearing to mortal eyes “this watch”.

			My father has spoken to some and caused many of the people of the lower class to be spoken to and he imagines they will come here to a meeting tomorrow to consider how best they can defend their land and tenements – they bring their arms to my father to take care of. You will be surprised at our making such a mighty matter of a visit from the Defenders – you, who have had soldiers sitting up in your kitchen for weeks – but you will consider this is our first visit.

			The arts of peace are going on prosperously – the new room is almost built and the staircase is completed – Long may we live to run up and down it. 

			To AUNT Ruxton 

			Edgeworthstown, 20 September 1794

			Do you remember the old shoemaker who used to wear a broad black collar round his neck and who always looked as if he was going to be hanged? This man, known by the name of Old Moor, has a son called by the name of Young Moor … He has just made himself a sergeant and in this character with all his red, blue, green and yellow unblushing military honours, he made his appearance in a conspicuous seat at Church on Sunday to the admiration and amusement of a most respectable and devout congregation. This morning my father came down to breakfast early with the intention of being at Longford early to attend a secret committee and he was drinking his chocolate and talking to Lovell … when Samuel came in with “Sir, here are some soldiers, a whole parcel of ’em, sir, who have had a brawl, if you’d please to see ’em, sir, I believe they have enlisted my lord’s painter” – “My lord’s painter!” said my father – “What is his name?” “My lord’s painter – he as painted Lord Granard’s house – he is at the door.”

			Upon enquiry my father found that “my lord’s painter” was an old grey haired man, who was made drunk by one Matt Farrell, … who had first forced a guinea into his pocket and then robbed him of it and then insisted upon his being duly enlisted in his Majesty’s service. The soldier who presented the poor painter and his bundle of brushes tied up in a handkerchief was little Mackin who, not many weeks ago, was a car-driver in his honour’s service; but he drew on his gloves with fine an air, called my father “my dear” and talked so confidently … of “military service” that none could dare to see the cardriver through the regimentals. In spite of little Mackin, the quondam car-driver’s knowledge of military affairs, my father could not be persuaded that the painter was duly enlisted – he discharged him.

			A few minutes after … Samuel re-entered with poached eyes. “Sir, they have seized my lord’s painter again and are forcing him into a house in the town”. My father was wroth at this piece of tyranny and went to enforce justice. Now the person who had seized the painter … was Sergeant Harry Moor. He made his appearance with a constable, half yellow wig, half black hair – Charlie Monaghan, the husband of the celebrated washerwoman – they stood opposite the library window. My father at the door of the new hall was reading to the painter his examination, the ladies crowding the bow window, when lo! they saw young Moor draw and “brandish high th’-Hibernian sword”. Charlie Monaghan, with a stick in his hand, beat or seemed to beat his coat but Charlie Monaghan was not a hero and young Moor ran off to fight another day …

			A warrant was immediately made out to conduct the hero to gaol for contempt of his Majesty’s justices. The constable and John Langan and Mr Lovell Edgeworth went to seize Harry at his castle whither he had taken refuge, … My father got into his chaise which was waiting for him to go to Longford and meant to do himself the honour of receiving Sergeant Moor as he went through the town. In the middle of the street stood the undaunted hero – My father confident that his emissaries were at the back premises, thought he had the gentleman safe, but at the moment he heard my father give orders to seize him, he darted into his house – Monaghan was not ready at the back door and Moor escaped. My father, however, knowing that a sergeant was a man of too much consequence to be entirely lost, determined to send kind enquiries after him to his commanding office, and pursued his way to Longford with “Turner on Crimes and Punishments” in the chaise with him.

			About half past five, my father returned looking extremely tired, and to our surprise quite hoarse. “After I have eaten something for I have eaten nothing since morning” said he “I will tell you my adventures”.

			Dinner was soon over and we drew round the sofa to hear. “I was reading in the chaise when the stagecoach passed me full drive, a chaise following, driver drunk as usual … I saw one of the wheels was just coming off – I called to the coachman but he did not heed. As we came up, the coachman whipped his horses into a gallop and I called and called till I was so hoarse I could call no more, in vain till a jolt came and crash …” [rest of letter missing]

			To Mrs Elizabeth Edgeworth

			Edgeworthstown, November 1794 			 

			Maria’s father and stepmother had gone to visit the Ruxtons at Black Castle to allow Maria’s increasingly frail stepmother a rest from domestic cares.

			My dear Mother,

			All’s well at home – the chickens are all good and thriving and there is plenty of provender and of everything we could want or wish for – therefore we all hope that you will fully enjoy the pleasures of Black Castle without being anxious for your bairns. Darcy [the local carrier] goes to Dublin tomorrow – I send again for candles lest there should be no light in the hall or in my lady’s bower. Emmeline [Maria’s sister] does not send for tea, because I told her you would bring some from Mrs Armstrong. I hope my zeal has not been, as it sometimes is, too officious. I have told Kitty that no fruit, alias raisins, are to be had in Dublin and she says “Very well, ma’am”.

			Your girth-web is safely lodged in your dressingroom and my aunt Charlotte’s parcel is safely lodged in her drawer – and thank her for the sweet legacy she left me – we eat it today after dinner. It was sugar candy and it gave rise to some observations on chrystalisation which will not be forgotten. Honora’s little cheeks are very rosy and she looks to use Kitty’s expression “as fresh as a rose in June”.19 There is a little basket in the chaise which I some time ago gave to Henry and; if it is agreeable to you, he wishes you would give it to Miss Margaret Ruxton, who wants a work-basket more than he does. The key to the chaise seat is inside it and Stewart and Animadversions on the School for Scandal …

			Pray tell my dear aunt that … it rejoiced my heart to hear her say when she took leave of me that she did not love me less for knowing me better.

			Kitty wakened me this morning saying “Dear ma’am, how charming you smell of coals! Quite charming!” – and she sniffed the ambient air thrice …

			Kitty Billamore, the Edgeworth’s devoted housekeeper, had come with them from England where coal was used in fires, unlike the peat used at Edgeworthstown. 

			To Letty RUXTON

			Edgeworthstown, n.d. 1794		

			… You will look very blank when you come back from the sea and find what doings there have been at Black Castle in your absence. Anna [Beddoes] was extremely sorry that she would not see you again before she left Ireland, but you will soon be in the same kingdom … I daresay you will not leave Black Castle again without many a long lingering look. I wish you would gather a nosegay of quaking grass for me. I love it much and I have never seen it in Ireland except in your drawing room, till Anna brought a bunch of it with her from Black Castle.

			I am not nearly so lazy as I was when you were obliged to exhort me to leave my butterfly of immortal memory – Give my love to dear Sophy and thank her for Marianne.20 I think the story very interesting and Marianne a very good girl – she makes, however, too many reflections and too long … I don’t like M. Clemal’s patched-up deathbed repentance – the legacy he leaves to Marianne makes him quite a good boy again in her eyes … Do you approve of the catastrophe being brought about by sending the hero to the Bastille to cure him of inconstancy? I think Marianne is in rather an awkward situation when she goes to let her prisoner out upon condition that he should ask pardon of her and her mama. Nothing but a temporary convenient fit of frenzy and desperate fevers in both hero and heroine could have brought up the dignity of their characters again after all this … 

			To AUNT Ruxton

			Edgeworthstown, 11 April 1795					

			My father and Lovell have been out almost everyday when there are no robbers to be committed to jail at the Logograph – This is the new name instead of the Telegraph because of its allusion to the logographic printing press which prints words instead of letters21 … My father will allow me to manufacture an essay on the logograph, he furnishing the materials and I spinning them. I am now looking over for this purpose Wilkins’ Real Character or an Essay towards a Universal Philosophical Language. It is a scarce and very ingenious book – some of the phraseology is so much out of fashion that it would make you smile – such as the synonym for a little man, a Dandiprat. Likewise two prints, one of them a long sheet of men with their throats cut so as to show the windpipe while working out the different letters of the alphabet. Another being a view of all the birds and beasts packed ready to go into Noah’s ark.

			Sir Walter James has written a very kind and sensible letter to my father promising all his influence with his Viceregal brother-in-law. My father means to get a letter from him to Lord Camden22 and present it himself though he rather doubts whether, all things taken together, it is prudent to tie himself to Government. The raising of the militia has occasioned disturbances in this county. Lord Granard’s coach was pelted at Athlone and his Lordship compelled to take an oath … He billeted however at Athlone having met 500 men who scattered instantly at the sight of his military force.

			The poor people are robbed every night. Last night a poor old woman was considerably roasted – the man who called himself Captain Roast is committed to jail, he was positively sworn to here this morning. Do you know what they mean by the White Tooths? Men who stick two bits of broken tobacco pipes in each corner of face and mouth to disguise the face and voice23… 

			To AUNT Ruxton

			Edgeworthstown, 20 April 1795		

			There is a whirlwind in our county, my dear Aunt, and no angel to direct it though many booted and spurred desire no better than to ride in it – There is indeed an old woman in Ballymahon who has been the guardian angel of General Cosby – she has averted a terrible storm which was just ready to burst over his head. The General by mistake went into the town of Ballymahon before his troops came up and while he was in the inn, a mob of five hundred people gathered in the street. The landlady of the inn called General Cosby aside and told him that if the people found him they would certainly tear him to pieces. The General hesitated but the abler general, the landlady sallied forth and called aloud … “Bring round the chaise-and-four for the gentleman from Lanesborough who is going to Athlone”. The General got into his coach incog. and returning towards Athlone met his troops and thus effected a most admirable retreat …

			Monday Night

			Richard [Ruxton] and Lovell are at the Bracket Gate. I hope you know the Bracket Gate – it is near Mr Whitney’s and so called, as tradition informs me, from being painted red and white like a bracket cow. I am not sure what a bracket cow is but I suppose it is something not unlike a dun cow and a gate joined together. They have got a nice tent and a clock and white lights and are trying nocturnal telegraphs which are now brought to satisfactory perfection …

			Sneyd with sparkling eyes returns you his sincere thanks and my mother with her love sends you the following lines which she composed today for him

			“To give me all that art can give

			My aunt and mother try

			One teaches me the way to live

			The other how to dye”

			My mother, though she makes epigrams, is far from well … 

			To AUNT Ruxton

			Edgeworthstown, January 1796	

			… My father is gone to Longford where he will, I suppose, hear many dreadful Defender stories: he came home yesterday fully persuaded that a poor man in this neighbourhood had been murdered, but he found he was only kilt and was “as well as could be expected” after being twice robbed and twice cut with a bayonet. You, my dear aunt, who were so brave when the County of Meath was the seat of war, must know that we emulate your courage – and I assure you in your own words “that while our terrified neighbours see nightly visions of Massacres, we sleep with our doors and windows unbarred.”

			I must observe, though, that it is only those doors and windows which have neither bolts or bars that we leave unbarred and these are more at present than we wish, even for the reputation of our valour. All that I crave for my own part is, that if I am to have my throat cut, it may not be by a man with his face blackened with charcoal. I shall look at every person that comes here very closely to see if there be any marks of charcoal upon their visages, Old wrinkled offenders I should suppose would never be able to wash out their stains – but in other a very clean face will in my mind be a strong symptom of guilt – clean hands proof positive – and clean nails ought to hang a man …

			To Sophy Ruxton

			Edgeworthstown, 27 February 1796		

			… I have a great deal bottled or rather bundled up for you – Though I most earnestly wish that my father was in that situation which Sir T. Fetherstone now graces24 and though my father had done me the honour to let me copy his Election letters for him, I am not in the least infected with electioneering rage. Whilst the Election lasted we saw him only a few minutes in the course of the day – then indeed he entertained us to our heart’s content. Now his mind seems relieved from a disagreeable load and we have more of his company.
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			An Irish country house barricaded against an attack. Painting by Caroline Hamilton.

			You do not mention Madame Roland,25 therefore I am not sure you have read her … We think some of her memoirs beautifully written and like Rousseau – she was a great woman and died heroically, but I do not think she became more aimable and certainly not more happy by meddling with politics – for her head is cut off and her husband has shot himself. I think if I had been Monsieur Roland I should not have shot myself for her sake and I question whether he would not have undrawn the trigger if he could have seen all she intended to say of him to posterity …

			I do not know whether you have ever heard of a Mr Pallas who lives at Grouse Hall. He lately received information that a certain Defender was to be found in a lone house which was described by him – he took a party of men with him in the night and got to the house very early in the morning – it was scarcely light. The soldiers searched the house but no man was to be found. Mr Pallas ordered them to search again … they searched again in vain. They gave up the point and were preparing to mount their horses when one man who had stayed a little behind his companions, saw something moving at the end of the garden behind the house – he looked again and beheld a man’s arm come out of the ground. He ran towards the spot and called his companions but the arm had disappeared – they searched but nothing was to be seen … “Come” said one of the party “Don’t waste your time here looking for an apparition among these cabbage stalks – come back once more to the house”. They went to the house and there stood the man they were in search of in the middle of the kitchen.

			Upon examination it was found that there had been provided a secret passage from the kitchen to the garden opening under an old meal chest with a false bottom which he could push up and down at pleasure. He had returned one moment too soon …

			I beg, dear Sophy, that you will not call my little stories by the sublime title of “my works” – I shall else be ashamed when the little mouse comes forth. The stories are printed and bound the same size as Evenings at Home but I am afraid you will dislike the title. My father had sent the “Parent’s Friend” but Mr Johnson has degraded it into the “Parent’s Assistant”.

			This was the first instalment of Maria’s stories for children. Richard Lovell Edgeworth had chosen as publisher Joseph Johnson, a well-known English radical, who had already published Mrs Barbauld’s Evenings at Home. The book proved an instant success and Johnson proposed that later editions should be published on finer paper with illustrations. Sophy Ruxton suggested as illustrator her friend Frances Beaufort. Frances was the eldest daughter of the Reverend Daniel Beaufort of Collon, Co. Louth, a gifted travel writer and amateur architect whom Richard Lovell Edgeworth already knew and liked.

			To Sophy Ruxton

			Edgeworthstown, Spring 1797

			… I am really obliged to Miss Beaufort for all she has done for me, and we long to see the drawings; but yet we had rather be good and patient than run the chance of their travelling by any but the best mode of conveyance. Perhaps when my father returns, he may be trusted with them …

			To Sophy Ruxton

			 Edgeworthstown, October 1797 					

			I do not like to pour out the gratitude I feel for your unremitting kindness to me, my dear Sophy, in vain thanks but I may as well pour it out in words as I shall probably never be able to return the many good turns you have done me. I am not nearly ready for your “Irish Bulls”26 – I am going directly to the “Parent’s Assistant”. Any good anecdotes from the age of five to fifteen (good latitude and longitude) will suit me and, if you can tell me any pleasing misfortunes of emigrants, so much the better for I want to represent the effects of good and bad education in the conduct of two different forms of émigrés. I have a great desire to draw a picture of an anti-Mademoiselle Panache, a well informed, wellbred, French governess, an emigrant lately settled at Bath to introduce young ladies into company …

			By the blind bookseller my father will send you some books and I hope we shall have soon have finished Godwin27 that he may set out for Black Castle. There are some parts of his book [Essays] that I think you will like much – “On Frankness” and “Self-taught Genius” but you will find much to blame in his style and you will be surprised that he should have written a dissertation upon English style. I think his essay on Avarice and Profusion will please you, even after Adam Smith – he has gone a step further …

			When we showed Miss Beaufort’s beautiful drawing to little William, he asked immediately if those little boys were blowing bubbles …

			 

			To AUNT Ruxton

			n.d. November 1797

			… I rejoice very heartily that your favourable opinion of Practical Education does not change with its change of dress. The prophecies of so good a judge as Dr Beaufort are most comfortable words …

			I wish I could continue to give you good news of my mother. These days of bettering only make her relapses more melancholy – when she has a moment’s respite, she is as ready to converse with us all as if she forgot her illness …

			Maria’s second stepmother, Mrs Elizabeth Edgeworth, died of consumption in November 1797.

			Maria’s father had been already been struck by the very pretty 27-year-old Frances Beaufort, who had been commissioned to provide the illustrations for Maria’s books. He had met her several times at her father’s rectory in Co. Louth and been impressed by the good nature with which she had taken his criticisms. In the spring of 1798, aged fifty-four, with seven children still at home, he proposed to her and was accepted. Maria was initially devastated by the prospect of a third stepmother, this time two years younger than herself, but was persuaded by Sophy Ruxton – and by Frances’ intelligence and tact – that her father had chosen well. Her last stepmother was to become her best and closest friend for the rest of her life.

			To Fanny Beaufort

			Edgeworthstown, 16 May 1798		

			Whilst you, my dear Miss Beaufort have been toiling in Dublin, my father has been delighting himself in preparations for June. The little boudoir looks as if it intends to be pretty. This is the only room in the house which my father allows to be finished as he wishes your taste should finish the rest. Like the man who prayed for the eclipse put off, we have been here praying to have the spring put off as this place never looks so pretty as when the lilacs and laburnums are in full flower. I fear, not withstanding all our prayers that their purple and yellow honours will be gone before your arrival. There is one other flower which I am sure will not be in blow for you, a little western flower called “love in idleness”. Amongst the many kindnesses my father has shown me, the greatest, I think, has been in his permitting me to see his heart à decouverte – and I have been convinced by your kind sincerity and his that in good and cultivated minds, love is no idle passion but one that inspires useful and generous energy …

			You call myself, dear Miss Beaufort, my friend and companion – I hope you will never have reason to repent beginning in this style towards me. I think you will not find me encroach upon you. The overflowings of your kindness … will fertilise the land, but will not destroy the landmarks. I do not know whether I most hate or despise the temper that takes an ell where an inch is given.

			… Many foolish people make fine plantations and forget to fence them; so the young trees are destroyed by the young cattle … You need not, dear Miss Beaufort, fence yourself round with very strong palings in this family where all have been early accustomed to mind their boundaries. As for me, you see my intentions, or at least my theories, are good enough – but if my practice be but half as good, you will be content, will you not? But Theory was born in Brobdignag and Practice in Lilliput. So much the better for me! I have often considered since my return home, as I have seen all this family pursuing their several occupations and amusements, how much you have it in your power to add to their happiness. In a stupid or indolent family your knowledge and talents would be thrown away or … worse still to be feared or hated – here, if it may be said without vanity, they will be the certain source of your daily happiness …

			

			
				
					3.	In Fanny Burney’s novel, which was to be the model for respectable romantic fiction, Lord Orville is the high-minded hero who falls in love with the seventeen-year-old heroine and marries her after numerous vicissitudes.

				

				
					4.	Maria in fact wrote to Fanny Burney asking if she would accept a correspondent from Ireland but received no response.

				

				
					5.	Romantic epistolary novel by Henry Mackenzie, published 1777. Its opening words were ‘The friendship of your Maria, misfortune can never deprive you of …’, which may be why Fanny had recommended it.

				

				
					6.	Wife of the Edgeworths’ English coachman, Samuel Bristow.

				

				
					7.	The Edgeworths’ Irish steward, who was to be the original of Honest Thady in Maria’s novel, Castle Rackrent.

				

				
					8.	Sophy’s younger sister.

				

				
					9.	Richard Lovell Edgeworth’s uncle and commander of the Longford Militia.

				

				
					10.	Sophy’s older sister, Letty.

				

				
					11.	This was the draft of Maria’s first book, an exchange of letters about the proper education of women, published in 1795. The last section, a witty essay on the Noble Science of Self-Justification – on feminine methods for conducting an argument – was later expanded into her comic novel, The Modern Griselda, in which an over-argumentative wife finally drives her husband to leave her.

				

				
					12.	Elizabeth Edgeworth had just given birth to her last child, William.

				

				
					13.	Richard Lovell Edgeworth had just begun a new round of ‘improvements’ to the rambling old family house.

				

				
					14.	Anna had married Dr Beddoes at Edgeworthstown three weeks before.

				

				
					15.	Pioneering teacher and writer on children’s education and also a talented poet. Maria had met and much liked her in London and Clifton. Dr Aikin was her brother.

				

				
					16.	The Ruxtons were planning to let their house and move to England, probably after the murder of the local rector at Navan.

				

				
					17.	The first chapter on a book on Practical Education that Maria was now writing with her father.

				

				
					18.	A seaside resort in Co. Down where the Ruxtons rented a house.

				

				
					19.	This was the second of Maria’s half-sisters to be christened Honora, born 1791.

				

				
					20.	French novel by Marivaux.

				

				
					21.	The name was afterwards changed back to Telegraph.

				

				
					22.	The Irish Viceroy.

				

				
					23.	The Whitetooths or Whiteboys were another of the secret societies that sprang up in Ireland in the wake of the French Revolution.

				

				
					24.	Richard Lovell Edgeworth had stood for election as an independent for Co. Longford but had been narrowly defeated. He was elected with the support of Lord Granard two years later.

				

				
					25.	Muse and salonnière to the leading Girondins, she helped her husband escape during the Terror, but was guillotined herself in November 1793. Her three-volume memoir written in prison was entitled Appel a l’impartiale postérité and upheld sacrifice as the supreme feminine virtue.

				

				
					26.	This was to be a book of Irish stories or sayings – proposed by her father to show an English audience the natural wit and intelligence of the Irish. See page 74.

				

				
					27.	William Godwin, who had married Mary Wollstonecraft, was a well-known radical and also published by Joseph Johnson.
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