Preface

It is hard to imagine what daily life must have been like two centuries
ago, without radios, movies, telephones, or electricity. Marconi, Edison,
Bell and Maxwell had not yet been born, and neither had their parents.
The streets in the larger cities were lit by candles. In New York, for
example, a city ordinance had been in effect since 1697:1

... that the lights be hung out in the darke time of the moon within this citty,
and for the use of the inhabitants; and that every 7th house doe hang out a
lanthorn and a candle in it.

Mail was delivered by stagecoach in the United States, and by merchant
vessels and mounted couriers throughout most of Europe. This system
operated quite efficiently, also by today’s standards. A letter or newspa-
per took only a few days to travel from London to Stockholm, and to get a
piece of mail delivered within one of the larger cities took just hours. It
was not unusual to extend a dinner invitation by regular mail in the
morning, and to receive the response well in time to make the final
preparations for that day.

An eyewitness described the dress code in 1789, when George Washington
was sworn in as the first president of the United States, as follows:2

There stood Washington, invested with a suit of dark silk velvet, of the old cut,
steel-hilted small-sword by his side, hair in a bag and full powdered, in black
silk hose, and shoes with silver buckles, as he took the oath of office.

This was the time of chamber music, of horse-drawn carriages, the time of
Mozart, Haydn, and Beethoven, of Gauss and Fourier, and the time of
James Watt, Claude Chappe, and Abraham Edelcrantz.

James Watt’s work is well known. His improved steam engine designs
gave a decisive push to the industrial revolution. The names of Chappe

1. The notes to the preface start at p. 245.
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