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            INTRODUCTION – ADA ABDUCTED

         

         13 Piccadilly Terrace, London, 15th January 1816

         It’s a freezing cold January night, and a one-month-old baby is being stolen from her father. A woman has taken the baby from the nursery. Now she just has to leave.

         It’s the wrong century for electricity and central heating. The bedrooms of the five-floor mansion are snug and warm with coal fires, but the landings and passageways are as dark and cold as the night outside. The thief creeps away with her precious bundle, in terror of being discovered. In a house this size, it’s a long way from the nursery to the front door – a lot of wooden floors and stairs, ready to creak a warning.

         The stairs bend under every step the woman takes. She holds her breath each time she puts a foot down, feeling the wood flex under her weight. But no sound comes.

         Silver moonlight splashes across the tiles of the front hall. There is one more challenge – the big, heavy front door, bolted shut against the night. She draws the bolts back one by one and the metallic clunks echo around the house.

         One, clunk. It’s like an explosion in her ears. She makes herself keep going. If people have woken up, they will be pouring down the stairs any moment now.

         Two, clunk.

         The woman grasps the door handle and pulls.

         Cre-e-e-a-a-a-k …

         Heart pounding, she steps out into the night.

         The streets are cold, dark and misty, but the city is already stirring, getting ready for the next day. It is very unusual for an upper-class lady to be out alone at this hour. She will soon attract attention.
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         There is a coach and a driver waiting ahead. The woman hurries over and the driver helps her up. With the door closed, she is safer. He flicks the reins and the coach lurches off.

         The woman won’t relax until she has reached her destination, a hundred miles away from London. But at least she has won this stage of the game. She has successfully stolen her daughter from her own home. The servants in the house would have obeyed her husband, the baby girl’s father, and prevented her escape. A man’s word is law, after all, and even now she knows they are not completely safe.

         In 1816, machines still run on wind, steam, clockwork or muscle power. Only a few scientists vaguely know about electricity, and a ‘computer’ is a person paid to do complicated sums – or ‘computations’ – on paper.
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         This is the world the baby in the coach is born into. The machines you can see here were designed by men. Women in the nineteenth century had hardly any education and even less power. None of those male inventors would ever have imagined that, one day, one small machine might let you count and write, watch a movie, talk to your friends and more. Our baby, when she grew up, wouldn’t have been surprised at all.

         One day, she will have a computer software language named after her, as well as a medal for people who have made great advances in the world of computers. There’s even a day named in her honour, to celebrate women’s achievements in science, technology, engineering and maths.

         All in good time, though. Just now she’s still only a month old.
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         Hmm, your mum and dad were quite, erm, interesting, weren’t they? Maybe we should start by talking about them …?
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            1 ADA’S AWFUL ANCESTORS

         

         As you can see from the family tree opposite, Ada’s father, George Gordon, was the sixth Lord Byron (we’ll call him Byron) and he came from a long line of drunkards, addicts, gamblers and murderers.

         He had carried on the family theme of wild, dangerous living, even though he didn’t have any money before he married! He liked to throw parties for his friends at the family home, Newstead Abbey in Nottinghamshire. Newstead had once been a monastery, and it’s said Byron liked to drink his wine out of a cup made from an old skull found in the monks’ graveyard. Ew!
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         Byron had started writing poetry at the age of 14, and in 1812, when he was 24, he published the first half of his epic poem, Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage – it sold out in just three days! Byron became a superstar overnight. In those days he was about as cool as a YouTuber with 50 million followers. As he said himself: I awoke one morning and found myself famous. Just think what he could have done if he’d written the whole poem!
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         Childe Harold made a small fortune for its publisher, but it didn’t help Byron’s debt problems. Weirdly, he wouldn’t take any of the money for himself.
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         Byron’s luck with money finally changed when he met Anne Isabella Milbanke.

         HORRENDOUS HONEYMOON


         Anne Isabella called herself Annabella. She was the cousin of a future prime minister and stood to inherit £20,000 (a few million pounds today) from a very old, very doddery uncle. For Byron, it was the money that sealed the deal. In those days every penny a woman had officially became the husband’s when they got married – she had absolutely no control over it.

         Byron might not want to earn money, but he had no problem with marrying a rich woman and taking all her wealth. It was a family tradition after all.
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         There was more to the match than just money, however. Byron and Annabella agreed about important things like social justice – helping people who were too poor to help themselves. His first speech in the House of Lords had been about workers in the north of England losing their jobs because of new-fangled machines brought in to take their place. Byron was on the workers’ side and so was Annabella.

         
            THE HOUSE OF LORDS


            Britain’s Parliament consists of the House of Commons and the House of Lords. Members of the Commons are elected, but to join the Lords, you just needed to be a lord. So, Byron was automatically a member. He did have to give a speech, though, and a member’s first speech was usually on a subject very close to their heart.

         

         They married on 2nd January 1815, had their first big argument on their honeymoon, and it was downhill from then on. The unhappy couple moved to a swish part of London, and ten months later, on 10th December 1815, Ada was born. She was christened Augusta Ada Gordon, but generally addressed as Miss Byron. And to avoid confusion with her father’s half-sister – also called Augusta – she was known by family and friends as Ada. Byron must have cared for Ada, he even wrote a bit about her in the second part of Childe Harold, and by his standards that’s probably the nicest thing he could have done.

         But he wasn’t ready to be tied down, and other things were going wrong too. Annabella’s doddery uncle had finally died after they married, but then Byron learned to his horror that the old man’s money would go to Annabella’s mother first. Byron wouldn’t get a penny until she died. By now Byron owed so much that debt collectors moved into his London home to make sure he didn’t run off with any of the valuables.
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         The pressure of their money troubles made Byron so bad-tempered and violent that his personal servant had to be on constant guard to make sure he didn’t attack his wife. Meanwhile, Annabella was worried that Byron was going mad – and she wasn’t too pleased to discover that, despite being married, he was still having other relationships.

         By 15th January 1816, Annabella had had enough. She was worried about her money and her own safety – and if she wasn’t safe, then neither was her baby. That’s how she ended up sneaking away from Byron, taking Ada with her.

         MEANWHILE, BACK ON THE COACH …


         Rattling as fast as it could towards Kirkby Hall, near Leicester – where Annabella’s parents lived – the coach journey lasted days. Byron might have guessed where his wife was heading, but with no money, he couldn’t afford to chase after her. However, the law was still on his side. So, when they stopped overnight to rest the horses, Annabella barely slept. If she was caught, she’d have to hand Ada back.

         It was practically unheard of for a wife to leave her husband back then. Annabella’s reputation was at risk! Even though Byron was a hopeless husband, everyone would say she was the one in the wrong. She wrote to a helpful doctor, who she hoped could prove Byron was mad. If he was mad, she reckoned, then he could be cured, and they could all get back to being one small, fairly unhappy family.

         When they reached Kirkby Hall Annabella could finally relax … a little. Her rich dad, Sir Ralph Milbanke, was there to protect her, while her anxious mum hurried off to London to find the best lawyer in town.
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         When Annabella got the doctor’s report, it said there was nothing wrong with Byron: he wasn’t mad, he was just bad. There was no hope for their marriage now, because Byron would never change. By that time, however, Annabella had found herself a way out of the relationship that would keep her own reputation safe. One of Byron’s old girlfriends had revealed a secret about Byron SO SCANDALOUS, that we can’t even tell you what it was. Annabella threatened to spread the secret around unless Byron stayed away.

         He didn’t argue.
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         AND WHAT ABOUT ADA?
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         Baby Ada enjoyed living with her grandparents. It was nice being with grown-ups who didn’t argue all the time. She fed, she slept, she grew … Then, in April 1816, when Ada was three months old, Annabella received the best possible news. Byron had fled to Europe! In those days, if you owed money, you could be sent to jail, even if you were a lord. Too many people in England wanted Byron arrested, so he’d quickly made plans to leave the country.

         He’d fled in style. Somehow persuading the bailiffs to look the other way, Byron had sold off just about everything he owned, for whatever he could get. He’d written to Annabella enclosing a ring for Ada, then he’d travelled to Dover in a fancy coach just like one the French Emperor Napoleon owned. It would have cost £500,000 in today’s money – if Byron had actually paid for it, which of course he hadn’t!
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            2 EDUCATING ADA

         

         Little Ada quickly settled into life at Kirkby Hall. It was a big, exciting house and she loved to toddle around its huge rooms and corridors and galleries.

         She had no idea that her grandmother slept with loaded pistols by her bed, or that burly servants patrolled the grounds to fight off potential kidnappers. Byron might have gone, but the law was still on his side; he could change his mind and come haring home one day to claim Ada back.
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