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Introduction

One of the sights of Europe in 1816 was the lurching progress of the self-exiled Lord Byron as he travelled from Brussels to Geneva and on to Italy in his monumental black Napoleonic carriage. This purpose-built coach, a de luxe version of the Emperor Napoleon’s own celebrated carriage captured at Genappe, included not only Byron’s lit de repos but his travelling library, his plate-chest and facilities for dining. Drawn by four or six horses, it was nothing less than a small palatial residence on wheels. The bill from Baxter the coachmaker amounted to £500. Poor Baxter was still pressing for payment in 1823, a claim dismissed airily by Byron with the words, ‘Baxter must wait – at least a year.’ Presumably the bill was still unsettled when Byron died in Greece in April 1824.

The long shadow of Napoleon loomed over Byron’s life, an inspiration and an irritant. Byron, born in 1788, the year before the outbreak of the French Revolution, was conscious of living at an unprecedented period: as he put it, ‘we live in gigantic and exaggerated times, which make all under Gog and Magog appear pigwean.’ The apparition of Napoleon, almost twenty years his senior, was the spur to Byron’s own ambition, his dissidence, the glamour of his arrogance, the sense of sweeping history that permeates his writing. Napoleon’s flamboyance, his stamina, his dress, his stance, the assiduity with which he preened his image, nurtured Byron’s own creative strain of mockery. As he told his friend Lady Blessington, ‘with me there is, as Napoleon said, but one step between the sublime and the ridiculous.’

Byron was bound to Napoleon by ties as strong, or even stronger, than those of any of his sexual liaisons. He found fault with Napoleon, so the sharp-eyed Lady Blessington observed, only ‘as a lover does with the trifling faults of his mistress’. His emotional involvement was already strong at Harrow in 1803 when the fierce schoolboy defended his bust of Napoleon, by then the official enemy of England, against the ‘rascally time-servers’ among his contemporaries. A few years later he had acquired a fine impression of Morghen’s engraved portrait of Napoleon, which he sent to be framed resplendently in gilt.

His personal identification with the Emperor was such that Napoleon’s defeats brought on a physical reaction. After Leipzig in 1813 Byron was prostrate with despair and indigestion, groaning in his journal: ‘Oh my head! – how it aches! – the horrors of digestion! I wonder how Buonaparte’s dinner agrees with him?’ In the following year, after Napoleon’s abdication and exile to Elba, Byron recorded: ‘To-day I have boxed one hour – written an ode to Napoleon Buonaparte – copied it – eaten six biscuits – drunk four bottles of soda water – redde away the rest of my time.’ That ode was both lament and reproach, for Byron could not approve the abject self-surrender of the hero who should rightly have died on his own sword like a defeated Roman or expired as defiantly as Shakespeare’s Macbeth or Richard III. But Napoleon still dazzled him, in spite of the anguish of his disillusionment. For Byron, Napoleon was a kind of second nature, part of his thought processes, peculiarly embedded in the detail of his life.

After Napoleon’s final demise Byron accumulated keepsakes: a lock of his hair, snuffboxes with his portrait, gold coins with the depiction of the Emperor that was. There was also the Napoleon cameo pin Byron gave to Lady Blessington in Genoa, removing it with a flourish from his breast, but reclaiming it the next day with the dubious excuse that ‘memorials with a point’ would bring bad luck. Before he left England in 1816, at the time of the separation scandal, Byron had reserved Napoleon’s coronation robes, by then in the hands of a Piccadilly dealer, but never actually claimed them. He did, however, write a fond farewell letter to Margaret Mercer Elphinstone, shortly before he sailed, on writing paper pillaged from the imperial bureau at Malmaison and stamped with the Napoleonic eagle: he enclosed a few spare sheets as a parting present. Byron was apparently ecstatic when the death of his mother-in-law Lady Noel allowed him to sign himself NB ‘because’ (he told Leigh Hunt, admittedly a malicious witness) ‘Bonaparte and I are the only public persons whose initials are the same’.

Byron’s wanderings through Italy, from 1816 to 1823, were permeated with memories of Napoleon. He noted, near Milan, the remains of an unfinished triumphal arch, intended for Napoleon, ‘so beautiful as to make one regret its non-completion’, and on Isola Bella he discovered the large laurel tree on which Napoleon had carved out with his knife the word ‘Battaglia’ shortly before the battle of Marengo. Byron, himself no mean defacer of trees, had scrutinised the letters closely, by this time ‘half worn out and partly erased’.

In the context of Italy, Napoleon seemed to Byron more than ever a Vesuvius, a powerful eruptive force whose final overthrow had let in the political lightweights throughout Europe: ‘Since that period, we have been the slaves of fools.’ There is no doubt that he saw his own incursions into European politics, first as a partisan of the Italian Risorgimento and then in the Greek War of Independence, with whatever undertones of irony, in quasi-Napoleonic terms.

In 1823 he was describing his personal subsidy of two hundred thousand piastres for a squadron of Greek ships to fight against the Turks as ‘not very large – but it is double that which Napoleon the Emperor of Emperors – began his campaign in Italy’. He loved and understood the trappings of the military: the helmets, the uniforms, the grand theatricality of salutes and parades. There is an overt homage to Napoleon in Byron’s carefully staged arrival at Missolonghi, as described by contemporary onlookers and mythologised in Theodoros Vryzakis’s epic painting, now in the National Gallery of Greece, showing Byron in the guise of military hero and king-saviour of the nation. Byron’s Napoleonism, his active involvement in political events of his own day and age, is the key to what distinguishes him most sharply from his contemporary English Romantic poets.

Well before Byron’s death he and the Emperor Napoleon were yoked together as objects of derision by English newspapers. Byron mentioned the phenomenon in 1821 in a letter to his publisher John Murray: ‘I perceive that the “two greatest examples of human vanity – in the present age” – are firstly “the Ex-Emperor Napoleon” – and secondly – “his Lordship the noble poet & c.” – meaning your humble Servant – “poor guiltless I”. Poor Napoleon! he little dreamed to what “vile comparisons” the turn of the Wheel would reduce him.’ There is an obvious smirk in this report. The perspective of history would link them still more firmly. By 1831 Macaulay was recording their glittering precocity:

‘Two men have died within our recollection, who, at a time of life at which few people have completed their education, had raised themselves, each in his own department, to the height of glory. One of them died at Longwood, the other at Missolonghi.’

Two years later, Carlyle set them together in a passage in Sartor Resartus, which emphasises wonderfully their shared theatricality:

‘Your Byron publishes his Sorrows of Lord George, in verse and prose, and copiously otherwise: your Bonaparte represents his Sorrows of Napoleon Opera, in an all-too-stupendous style; with music of cannon-volleys, and murder-shrieks of a world; his stage-lights are the fires of Conflagration; his rhyme and recitative are the tramp of embattled Hosts and the sound of falling Cities.’

In the collective visual imagination they stood fixed in alliance, stocky powerful Napoleon, exquisitely handsome Byron, the superlative odd couple of their time. The ageing dandy George ‘Beau’ Brummell whiled away his days in exile in Calais working on a decorative screen, a collage of prints and drawings, intended for the Duchess of York. The sixth and final fold of the screen represents Napoleon and Byron, the latter well remembered by Brummell from his halcyon days in London. The figure of Byron is embowered in flowers, but a wasp is at his throat.

How exactly did it happen? How did this obscure, impecunious English aristocrat hoist himself to a world-historical position on a par with Napoleon’s? How did the early writer of wishy-washy love poems transform himself into the European emperor of words? How indeed did the ‘fat bashful boy’ from Southwell, ‘with his hair combed straight over his forehead’, an object of some pity even in provincial England, become the international heartthrob whose subversive ‘under look’ gave the most sophisticated society women palpitations? ‘That beautiful pale face is my fate’: when Lady Caroline Lamb made this histrionic entry in her diary after meeting Lord Byron she voiced the female fandom of the age.

Byron’s transformation into the first European cultural celebrity of the modern age has often been described in terms of startling overnight success following publication of the first two cantos of Childe Harold in March 1812. Byron’s own account is nicely judged: ‘I awoke one morning and found myself famous.’ But of course there was more to it than that, and during my five years of research for this biography of Byron – which has taken me to Venice, Rome, Ravenna, Pisa, Genoa, Athens and Missolonghi, as well as the city of his childhood, Aberdeen – it has been interesting to see what impulses chiefly drove him. As it seemed to Lady Blessington, when she first met him in 1823, ‘Byron had so unquenchable a thirst for celebrity, that no means were left untried that might attain it: this frequently led to his expressing opinions totally at variance with his actions and real sentiments … there was no sort of celebrity he did not, at some period or other, condescend to seek, and he was not over nice in the means, provided he obtained the end.’

This book is about the nature of his fame: the ambition Byron felt as ‘the most powerful of all excitements’; the degree to which he created and then manipulated his visual image, attempting to control the reproduction of his portraits; the complex and fascinating intertwining of his personal celebrity and literary reputation; his bitterness when fame turned to notoriety, and its consequences for the future generations of his family and entourage. Byron’s influence lasted, and in many ways strengthened, after his early death at the age of thirty-six, and my book is necessarily not simply a life but the story of his posthumous reputation too.

Chief colluder in Byron’s fame was, of course, his publisher the second John Murray, whose successor John Murray VII commissioned this new biography. I have enjoyed the sense of continuity. All my journeys in pursuit of Byron have begun and ended at 50 Albemarle Street, off Piccadilly, the dignified town house purchased by John Murray II in the wave of prosperity following the success of Childe Harold. Teasing contemporaries defined this as the moment at which the one-time tradesman-bookseller became a gentleman, and certainly John Murray’s literary and social status advanced in relation to his author’s meteoric rise.

‘Your room speaks of him in every part of it,’ the besotted Lady Caroline Lamb told John Murray. The Byronic reverberations are still there. In the drawing room at 50 Albemarle Street I sat directly beneath the famous Phillips portrait of Lord Byron, exposed to my subject’s quizzical gaze as I worked through the extraordinary riches of the largest Byron archive in the world. Because of the many personal connections between the Murrays, Byron’s half-sister Augusta Leigh and his friend and executor John Cam Hobhouse (later Lord Broughton), the archive does not consist simply of manuscripts and letters but includes also objects: portraits and miniatures, clothes and medals, accumulated memorabilia; a collection of adoring letters from women of all classes, many quite unknown to Byron, who wrote in desperation, seeking contact, assignations; a macabre assortment of hair, donated by his varied mistresses and kept in little packages carefully labelled by the late Lord Byron, who had his magpie side; a little slipper thought to have belonged to Allegra, Byron’s daughter by Claire Clairmont, who died aged five in a convent at Bagnacavallo. Such small objects can bring a sharp frisson of immediacy, fixing the moment, the scene, the personality. The resources of the Murray archive can only be described as a burial hoard awaiting the biographer’s careful excavation, a means to the retrieval of the past.

The last biography of Byron to be published by John Murray was Leslie Marchand’s pioneering three-volume life, published in 1957, starting point for all subsequent Byron scholars. Since that time a great deal of new material has emerged relating, for example, to Byron’s intimacy with the powerful ‘autumnal’ Lady Oxford (she was only forty); his disastrous marriage to Annabella Milbanke; his final Italian liaison with Countess Teresa Guiccioli. A new cache of biographical evidence, altering former views of his male relationships, emerged with the dramatic discovery in 1976, in a vault in Barclays Bank, of the trunk of manuscripts and letters abandoned by Byron’s friend Scrope Davies when he left London hurriedly in January 1820 to escape his creditors. Assiduous research has been devoted to previously neglected areas of his life, such as Byron’s ill-disciplined but devoted servants; his yapping, screeching, clawing menagerie; the details of his household economy (or lack of it); his lameness, anorexia and depressiveness.

Most important of all has been the general change in attitudes towards biography in the last few decades. Marchand, writing at a time when homosexuality was still a criminal offence under British law, was compelled to temper his account not only of Byron’s incestuous relations with his half-sister Augusta but also, and more crucially, of his recurring loves for adolescent boys. Marchand recalled in 1995 how Sir John Murray, then head of the firm, ‘would not allow any plain statements drawn from the evidence in those matters’. He was allowed more leeway in Byron: A Portrait, the shortened biography published by Murray in 1971, after the death of Sir John Murray and a change in British law governing homosexual relations. But Marchand remained conscious that his treatment of these areas of Byron’s life had been inadequate, through no fault of his own.

At a period in which sexual behaviour is considered an essential component of the biographical picture of person, time and place, I have been working under no such restrictions. Our understanding of Byron’s bisexuality, an open secret within his own close circle, throws important light on the pattern of his life. In an essay in her book Lord Byron: Accounts Rendered Doris Langley Moore has argued that Byron’s love affairs with women were his main emotional focus, his relations with boys being no more than diversions. I believe the opposite is true. Byron liked the chase, the reassurance of heterosexual conquest. But in general, Byron’s female attachments dwindled quickly in intensity. Byron himself, half-jokingly, gave them a limit of three months – an estimate that proved fairly accurate in practice, with the exceptions of his half-sister Augusta and his last Italian mistress Teresa Guiccioli, though even with the amorous Teresa his interest eventually ebbed.

Byron’s attraction to women could easily turn to physical revulsion. His dislike of seeing women eating became one of the recurring comic motifs of his life. Meanwhile, even in long absence, Byron’s male loves seem to have deepened and flourished with the years. His erotic imagination brought him back inevitably to the idealised image of the boy. Witness the agonising tendresse of his later meetings with his by-now-ageing Harrow favourite Lord Clare, and the turmoil of his unrequited yearning for his page Lukas Chalandritsanos in his final months in Greece.

In public, he was careful in his censoring of references to things which, by his own reckoning, ought not to be revealed for the next three hundred years. He laughed about the danger, when writing his own journals with a view to probable publication, of ‘letting out some secret or other – to paralyze posterity’. But in private, in letters to his confidential friends, Byron was much more open in describing the ‘really consequential & important parts’ of his own extraordinary double life.

Byron’s innate sexual orientation towards boys explains many of the lingering puzzles of his history. His secretly acknowledged history of sodomy, a crime then punishable by execution, provides the only convincing reason for his exile in 1816, as rumours surrounding Byron’s separation from his wife, at first concentrated on suspicions of incest, broadened to include accusations of sodomy as well.

The long habit of concealment of his sexual predilections had its impact on the dazzling obfuscations of his writing. The Lord so often vanishes. Byron’s own ‘hair-breadth existence’, as he called it, encourages the author to be equally evasive. His multiple insecurities give Byron his reckless brilliance as a critic on the edges of society. He is everywhere and nowhere: English peer and European vagrant; the landowner turned landless; the disaffected orator from the House of Lords; the man ‘of no Country’, having given up England, who feels himself a floating global citizen, camping it up in Venice in his Mrs Radcliffe cloak, planning an improbable new life as a planter in South America. Byron was an internationalist before the term was thought of, and it is his paradoxical nature, his mobility of thinking, the multiplicity of voices in his writing, that connects him to the dislocated attitudes of the present age.

This book is deliberately packed full with quotation. The early nineteenth century was an energetically verbal period. Byron’s reputation was formed by the praises and caresses of society, as it was eventually savaged by the circulating rumours and malicious innuendoes of the chattering classes of the day. In the cacophony of sophisticated voices, the female as self-assured and brittle as the male, Byron’s own laconic tones stand out as irresistibly self-mocking. Accused of carrying off a girl from a convent:

‘I should like to know who has been carried off – except poor dear me – I have been more ravished myself than anybody since the Trojan war.’

Here is Byron as progenitor of a high camp English manner of expression that extends to Oscar Wilde, Ronald Firbank, Noël Coward.

In working on this reassessment of Lord Byron I have been fortunate in having access to new material from the Murray archive. This is the complete run of correspondence from John Murray to Byron, recently transcribed by the leading Byron scholar Andrew Nicholson. Only isolated letters have been made available before. The complete correspondence, dating from 1811 to the end of 1822, throws much light upon the growing rift between publisher and author as Byron’s poetry became, in Murray’s conservative view, dangerously controversial. John Murray published the first five cantos of Don Juan, the poem generally considered Byron’s masterpiece, but subsequent cantos and most of Byron’s later works were published by John Hunt.

For Byron himself the severance from Murray was a matter of principle, an aspect of his strong love of liberty and a necessary stand against what we would now regard as the thought police: ‘all the bullies on earth shall not prevent me from writing what I like – & publishing what I write – “coute qui coute”.’ It is possible to see Byron’s stand for freedom of expression as an act of heroism on a par with his support for Greek independence. But for John Murray, whose investment in his author had gone far beyond mere commerce into the more vulnerable realms of loyalty and friendship, the loss of Byron amounted to a personal tragedy.

Does Byron matter these days? After what amounts to a five-year pilgrimage of my own, I would argue that he does. His poetry may sometimes be grossly uneven in quality, his thought processes slipshod. But if not a consistently great thinker he is always a great voicer, a conduit of feeling. He has a quality of empathy, a flow of human sympathy extending through the generations and the centuries. His visionary poem of catastrophe ‘Darkness’, written in Geneva in 1816, prefigures with an extraordinary bleakness the scenes of desolation and carnage we have known in our own times. Byron’s importance is perhaps above all that of the survivor, the man of experience who has seen the world at its worst, lived a life of strange and often terrible excesses at a time of extreme revolutionary violence, but refused to be defeated. There is always a proviso: ‘Build me a little bark of hope’.

During the years I was working on this biography a close friend died unexpectedly of cancer. I was asked to give a reading at her funeral. The lines chosen by her husband were ‘So, we’ll go no more a roving’ which I read on that early summer day in a small grey church on a hillside in Northumberland. Byron still speaks the language of the heart.


CHILDHOOD AND THE EAST
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Aberdeen

1788–1798

There was nothing exceptional about Byron’s birth. It took place in London on 22 January 1788 in a rented apartment at 16 (later renumbered 24) Holles Street, between what is now Oxford Street and Cavendish Square. He was born in the back drawing room on the first floor, where his mother, new to the city, was attended through a long-drawn-out labour by a doctor, a nurse and a male midwife, or accoucheur, recommended by the wife of the lawyer John Hanson, to whom Mrs Byron had only very recently been introduced.

The baby was born with the caul, the inner membrane enclosing the foetus, still over his head. There was an ancient superstition that a caul had magic powers as a preventative against drowning. Mrs Mills the nurse sold off Byron’s caul to Hanson the lawyer’s brother, Captain James Hanson of the Royal Navy: the first but by no means the last sale of Byron relics to the gullible. Twelve years later Captain Hanson’s ship, HMS Brazen, was wrecked off Newhaven, and Hanson was drowned with all but one of his crew.

It emerged within a few days of his birth that the baby had a deformed foot and lower leg. The eminent surgeon John Hunter, founder of the museum at the Royal College of Surgeons, was called in to give his view. The precise nature of this deformity has divided medical opinion ever since. In contemporary descriptions, it is generally referred to as a ‘club-foot’. This is how his father, Captain John Byron, refers to it in a letter to his sister: ‘for my son, I am happy to hear he is well, but for his walking, ’tis impossible, as he is club-footed.’ However it is now generally agreed that the term ‘club-foot’ is a misnomer. Byron’s disability was not a club-foot in the normal understanding of the term as a ‘moulding deformity’ which causes the foot to contract and turn upwards into a rounded club-like lump.

Some modern medical experts maintain that Byron’s disability was due to the wasting of the calf muscles of the leg after an attack of infantile paralysis  (poliomyelitis). Others, on the evidence of the two thickly padded leather boots now in the Murray archive, argue more persuasively that the deformity was a ‘dysplasia’, a failure of the region to form properly. These inner boots, worn under ordinary boots or shoes, were purpose-made with padding on the inside leg to disguise Byron’s grotesquely thin calf. The outer side of the sole was built up to counteract his abnormally small and inward-turning foot. A dysplasia would explain the sliding gait noted by several of his contemporaries, a trait that added to his image of the sinister and predatory.

Which was Byron’s lame leg? So much mystery has shrouded the subject, some of it created by Byron himself in his attempts to draw attention away from his deformity, that Thomas Moore, collecting information for his biography of Byron only a few years after Byron’s death, could not arrive at a consensus of opinion. Elizabeth Pigot, Byron’s old friend from Southwell, Augusta Leigh, his half-sister and lover, and the old Nottinghamshire cobbler who made young Byron’s special shoes for him, all said it was the right leg. Leigh Hunt and Mary Shelley maintained it was the left leg, as did Jackson the pugilist, drawing on his memories of Byron’s stance when sparring, and Millingen the surgeon who attended Byron in his final illness. The notoriously inaccurate Edward Trelawny, in a high-flown description of his visit to ‘the embalmed body of the Pilgrim’, claimed to have discovered that both Byron’s feet were clubbed. However, we can safely take his mother’s word for it. As she told her sister-in-law, Mrs Frances Leigh, ‘George’s foot turns inward, and it is the right foot; he walks quite on the side of his foot.’

There is no doubt that Byron’s lame leg was a torment to him, both in the degree of physical pain and in the mental anguish it caused. It became a weapon in the intermittent war that raged between the temperamental Mrs Byron and her son, she reproaching him with his disability, he blaming her for the ‘false delicacy’ at his birth ‘that was the cause of that deformity’, presumably referring to tight lacing or narrow corseting which could have injured the foetus in the womb. He was always to be conscious that his lameness marked him out as a freak and an object of derision, discounting the degree to which his deformed leg contributed to his image of perverse attractiveness. There is the ring of truth in his estranged wife’s recollection that ‘it was vain to seek to turn his thoughts for long from that idée fixe, with which he connected his physical peculiarity as a stamp. Instead of being made happier by any apparent good, he felt convinced that every blessing would be “turned into a curse” to him.’

Later in his life Byron liked to speculate on the chances of human reproduction:

 ‘What a strange thing is the propagation of life – A bubble of Seed which may be spilt in a whore’s lap – or in the Orgasm of a voluptuous dream – might (for aught we know) have formed a Caesar or a Buonaparte – there is nothing remarkable recorded of their Sires.’

George Gordon Byron was the only child of the hasty and, from her point of view, unwise union of Catherine Gordon, a young Scottish heiress worth £25,000 a year in land, shares and salmon fishing, 13th Laird of Gight in her own right, and the handsome, reckless Captain John Byron, eldest son of Admiral John Byron. The Captain, recently of the Coldstream Guards, had previously been married to the beautiful and wealthy Amelia, divorced wife of Lord Carmarthen and herself Baroness Conyers, after a highly scandalous elopement, and Byron’s half-sister Augusta was their child.

Byron’s father, known as ‘Mad Jack’ by his military cronies, has his own role in the Byron legend where he figures as a dashing but wholly reprehensible confidence trickster who, having run through all his first wife’s money, set out after she died to find a second fortune to squander. This image has some truth in it. But John Byron was also a figure of some pathos, a social inadequate terrified of loneliness, with the dangerous lust for liaison, however unsuitable, that descended to his son.

He met the plain but eager Catherine Gordon at Bath, a spa town then at the height of its fashion, and they were married there in May 1785. John Byron took on the Gordon surname, in addition to his own, in accordance with a clause in his wife’s parents’ marriage settlement. Byron was known as George Byron Gordon as a child and his mother as Mrs Byron Gordon. Soon after the marriage John Byron had recovered the freehold of his wife’s inherited Castle of Gight and sold it to the Earl of Aberdeen for the then substantial sum of £18,690. But before long his financial affairs were again in disarray. He and Catherine were forced to move to France to escape his creditors. She had returned alone to London late in her pregnancy. John Byron came back too, shortly before the birth, but from then on his appearances were fitful, concentrated on extracting money from his by now more realistic but still adoring wife.

It is unlikely that Byron’s father was present at the baptism on 29 February 1788 at St Marylebone Parish Church where Mrs Byron’s nominees as godparents – her kinsmen the Duke of Gordon and Colonel Duff of Fetteresso – took responsibility, almost certainly in absentia, for the religious upbringing of the infant who would cause enormous ructions within the Church of England in the following century.

Sometime in the summer of 1789 Mrs Byron and her son travelled north to Aberdeen. This was the summer of the French Revolution, 14 July being the date of the storming of the Bastille, an event of considerable interest to Catherine Byron whose political views were surprisingly progressive for a woman of her class. She told her sister-in-law Frances Leigh that she was ‘very much interested about the French, but I fancy you and I are on different sides for I am quite a Democrat’. The political tensions of the time, as much as domestic instabilities, made the atmosphere énervé in a way that may well have rebounded on the child.

Catherine Byron took rooms first (probably) in Virginia Street, moving on to Queen Street, into lodgings rented from a perfumer, James Anderson. Of her former fortune, only £150 a year remained, the interest on a £3,000 life settlement. Living with Mrs Byron and her infant was a nursemaid, Agnes Gray. It was an anxious and claustrophobic life, made more so by the sudden arrival in Scotland of John Byron. He stayed with his family at first, then moved to his own lodgings at the other end of Queen Street where the fractious child once went to spend the night with his father, an experiment disastrous enough not to be repeated.

Byron claimed years later that his vivid memories of acrimonious quarrels between his parents gave him ‘very early a horror of matrimony’. How true could this have been? Byron was only two and a half when he last saw his father, who soon made a rackety and impecunious return to France. But for a child as impressionable as Byron, exceptional in the intensity of his recall, it is not impossible that his later years were haunted by the image of an incompatible man and woman quarrelling in the confined quarters of the home.

In August 1791 John Byron died at Valenciennes, perhaps from tuberculosis, perhaps by taking poison, having claimed with his usual sense of drama to have reached the point of being without a sou or shirt. He appointed his small son, George Gordon, as heir to his non-existent estate, charged to pay his debts, legacies and funeral expenses. Later Byron, when it suited him, played up his father’s dark side, giving him a leading role in the history of his violent, erratic forebears. A friend visiting Newstead when he was a young man remembered how, ‘while washing his hands, and singing a gay Neapolitan air’, Byron had suddenly turned round, announcing that there had always been madness in the family and that his father had cut his throat.

But there is no doubt that Byron loved and glamorised his father, seeking out the parallels between them, not least their shared conviction that Byrons were by nature irresistible. They were linked by their good looks, their charm, their instability and emotional evasiveness. They were linked too by their tendency to incest, which clusters within families, as is now well known. Captain Byron’s incestuous relations with his sister Frances Leigh, with whom he lived in France, are documented in a series of letters between them. It is most unlikely that Byron would have seen these family letters or have known of the liaison before he embarked on his own sexual adventures with his half-sister Augusta, by then married to Colonel George Leigh, Frances Leigh’s son. But the shared love of the profligate father was a factor in their intimacy: ‘Augusta and I have always loved the memory of our father as much as we loved each other.’ The sense of destiny and dynasty was strong in both of them.

Soon after her husband’s death, Catherine Byron moved to 64 Broad Street, Aberdeen. She was only twenty-six, uncontrolled in her mourning for her husband, the ‘dear Jonnie’ she insisted she had ‘ever sincerely loved’. All her hopes for the future were now invested in her son. The new lodgings, although more spacious than the last, still fell far below the expectations of a woman ‘as haughty as Lucifer’, obsessed with the finer points of her descent from the 2nd Earl of Huntly and his wife, Princess Annabella Stewart, daughter of King James I of Scotland. Aberdeen itself, then a developing city, already an important shipbuilding centre with an energetic cultural and intellectual life, seemed depressingly provincial to Catherine Byron, who lamented in her letters that bonnets ‘are out of fashion in London before they come here’. In Aberdeen, the ‘romping, comely, good humoured girl of sixteen, inclined to corpulence’, as a relative remembered her, had become disappointed, overwrought and unhealthily obese.

In laying the blame for his own vicissitudes firmly on his mother and her devastating mood swings, complaining that her daily rages, explosions of verbal and physical abuse, had ‘cankered a heart that I believe was naturally affectionate, and destroyed a temper always disposed to be violent’, Byron in retrospect showed little understanding of his mother’s true position, left stranded as she was, and financially anxious, removed from her class and her expectations. But although his later demonisation of his mother is palpably unjust, day-to-day existence at close quarters with the domineering Mrs Byron must have put enormous strain upon the growing boy. This may partly explain the debilitating headaches that assailed him through his childhood. He also had the nervous habit of gnawing at his nails.

Catherine Byron and her son’s situation was more galling because of the proximity of relations living in the privilege of huge ancestral houses: the Gordons of Fyvie; the Aberdeens of Haddo, cultured aristocrats painted resplendently in ceremonial kilts by Pompeo Batoni in the course of their European grand tours. The Castle of Gight, where Catherine as 13th Laird had lived briefly with her husband in the months after their marriage, was now part of the Aberdeen estate. When the 3rd Earl of Aberdeen had purchased the neighbouring Gight Castle and its lands, he had intended it for his son Lord Haddo. The castle was abandoned when the young Lord Haddo died after a fall from his horse in 1791. We do not know if Byron ever visited the site. But numerous ghostly variations on Gight, tenantless ruined castles tormented by fierce winds, loom in Byron’s poetry. Indeed he was so haunted by his mother’s lost inheritance that in 1821 he proposed to buy Gight Castle back, ‘even at a reduction of income’. In 2001 it was still standing deserted in a large hollow beside the River Ythan, invaded by ivy and cow parsley, a real Byronic ruin.

The small boy was managing to walk, but with a struggle. His mother, despairing of having a special shoe made locally, had had to send away for a shoe from London, reinforced to counteract his foot’s inward-turning tendency. Byron was mortified at being identified with other disabled children, joking bitterly about another lame boy in the neighbourhood: ‘Come and see the twa laddies with the twa club feet going up the Broad-Street.’ (The quotation also reminds us of how strong his Scots accent would have been.) It is not surprising that his pain and frustration erupted into rages, though the multiple accounts of the appalling misdemeanours of the ‘ill-deedie laddie’, wrecking the miller’s wheel, striking Lady Abercromby in the face, getting out his little whip to chastise a kindly person sympathising with his lameness, often read like tales concocted with the benefit of hindsight.

But one story that rings true is of Byron sitting with his mother in a pew in St Paul’s Episcopal Chapel, entertaining himself at intervals by getting out a little pin and pricking her fat arms, encased in their kid gloves.

The earliest extant portrait of Byron, William Kay’s watercolour of the boy aged seven, carrying his then fashionable miniature bow and arrows, marks a change of mood. In 1794 George Gordon became heir to the Byron title and estates following the sudden death of William Byron, grandson of the 5th Lord Byron, killed by a cannon ball at the siege of Calvi in Corsica, in one of those random events of history to which Byron himself became so sensitive. The portrait commemorates his altered status and, as in almost all future depictions, he stands very much alone. Not for Byron the convivial family groupings of contemporary Scottish aristocratic portraits by, for instance, David Allan, depicting proud fathers, sportive heirs, sisters and brothers, serene mothers with dimpled babies on their laps. This child, in open-necked white shirt, tight pantaloons and neat blue jacket, his lame leg diplomatically concealed by a clump of grass, seems already poised for his ‘curled darling’ years in London. From now on we become more aware of the early influences that made Byron what he was.

He was already a rapid if wilfully indiscriminate reader, quick on the uptake and exceptionally retentive, developing the trait that became an intrinsic part of his creative process, by which almost any passage in his reading triggered off a complex emotional response. By the time he arrived at Aberdeen Grammar School in 1794, after a succession of small local schools and tutors, Byron claimed to have devoured the Old Testament ‘through & through’, while showing less enthusiasm for the New Testament. Even at this stage his great passion was for history and what he (quoting Napoleon) would refer to as ‘the March of events’. He entered the Grammar School in the first or second class, the register referring to him as ‘George BEYRON Gordon’, and in the course of his not especially distinguished progress up a school where the emphasis was on ‘Latin, Latin, Latin’, Byron began to develop his precocious interest in ancient power struggles and his fascination with political cause and effect, the theme of so much of his writing and the stimulus for his later personal involvement in the maelstrom of European politics. He also started to discover his compelling powers of narrative. A vivid story of this period is of Byron seeking refuge from a snowstorm in the back kitchen of an Aberdeen draper’s shop with a group of smaller schoolboys, keeping them entertained with a tale from the Arabian Nights.

He became more mobile, taking to riding as a more practical alternative to walking, clattering over the cobbled streets of Old Aberdeen on a small fat Shetland pony belonging to a schoolfellow, to the Brig o’Balgownie, an ancient stone bridge straddling what to Byron were the enticingly deep, dark waters of the River Don. It was now he learned to swim, overcoming the shame of disability by his prowess in the water. He became familiar with the sandy stretches of Aberdeen Bay and the commotion of the harbour where, besides the local fishing fleet, foreign trade vessels were regularly arriving and departing. It was perhaps here that his passion for the sea first began and Byron became conscious of the power of the ocean landscape with its eddies, storms and billows: early intimations of sublime effects.

The child’s horizons widened. His mother sometimes took him to the elegant seaside town of Banff on the coast twenty miles north-west of Aberdeen, to stay with her grandmother, Margaret Duff Gordon, Lady Gight. In the late eighteenth century, the ancient county town of Banff, thriving centre of the fishing trade, was still at the height of its prosperity and was the summer holiday resort of the extended Gordon family. For Byron, Banff was an introduction to genteel society against which he appears to have reacted with rebellious asperity. Another of the local anecdotes in circulation on the subject of ‘that little deevil Geordie Byron’ describes how he dressed a pillow in his clothes and threw it out of an upper window to the garden where his relations were assembled – a foretaste of more vicious black comedies.

When Byron became seriously ill with scarlet fever, in 1795 or ’96, his mother transported him to Ballater Wells on Deeside, in the Highlands west of Aberdeen, to drink the goat’s milk advertised in the contemporary Aberdeen Journal as beneficial to convalescents. Here they stayed in a modest straw-thatched cottage built of roughly hewn stone, with two narrow beds that could be folded out of sight to turn the bedroom into a daytime sitting room. The cottage was so austere it shocked Byron’s publisher, John Murray, when he discovered and sketched it, late in the 1820s, on a Highland tour to gather information for Moore’s Life.

‘My “heart warms to the Tartan” or to any thing of Scotland which reminds me of Aberdeen and other parts not so far from the Highlands as that town.’ The spectacularly beautiful country around Ballater, Inverness and Braemar, and the Highland people he encountered, became fixed in Byron’s later reveries of childhood, as he reran the memories of lochs and haggis, Highland mists and Highland Marys with the bold sentimentality which has been well described as his ‘discourse of poetic tartanry’. The high mountains of Morven and Lochnagar were a feeling to the child, as to Childe Harold, and in his later travels he would use them as his yardstick, comparing Scottish mountains to the rocky crags of Cintra and the rugged mountain landscapes of Albania and Greece.

Foremost amongst his long-running memories of Scotland are those of his first love. Byron, by his own account, was transfixed with a passion at the age of seven for his distant cousin Mary Duff, a child with dark brown hair and hazel eyes who lived near the Plainstones in Aberdeen. Byron treasured the remembrance of his ‘first of flames, before most people begin to burn’, summoning up with almost suspicious exactitude ‘all our caresses, her features, my restlessness, sleeplessness, my tormenting my mother’s maid to write for me to her’. These journal entries for 1813, by which time Byron had become a romantic icon, show signs of him becoming entrapped by his own publicity, treating as a phenomenon what is surely more prosaically explained as the longing for attachment in an isolated child.

They also display his talent for concealing his early, less idyllic heterosexual experiences, and his later sexual feelings towards boys, behind a self-consciously charming narrative of childhood love. His close and candid friend John Cam Hobhouse was caustic about Byron’s ingenuous account of awakening passion in Aberdeen: ‘With respect to the early development of these propensities in Byron I am acquainted with a singular fact scarcely fit for narration but much less romantic and more satisfactory than the amour with Mary Duff.’

There is a softness about Byron’s recollections of Scotland that tempts us to discount a real grimness in his life there. It was not just the violence in his family history – his ‘line of cut-throat ancestors’, the deaths by drowning of his Gordon grandfather and great-grandfather, successively suicidal Lairds of Gight. Violence and feuding were endemic in Scotland itself which, less than fifty years after Culloden, was still riven with memories of internecine warfare. Byron absorbed, and to some extent revelled in, this violence: ‘I like a row – and always did from a boy,’ he told Sir Walter Scott in 1822.

All through his childhood, he was exposed to what he recollected as a particularly virulent strain of Aberdonian Scottish Calvinism, being ‘cudgelled to Church’ for his first ten years, and being indoctrinated by his tutors and schoolmasters with a sense of his own innate transgressions. With its emphasis on predestination, Calvinism nurtured Byron’s characteristic pessimism, the fatalistic dramas that attached to the no-hoper. Lady Byron, not unconvincingly, blamed his early absorption of ‘the gloomiest Calvinistic tenets’ for much of the misery of Byron’s life, maintaining that she herself had been ‘broken against the rock of Predestination’, as indeed was everyone connected with him.

There was also the weather. Aberdeen, with its high latitude and long hours of winter darkness, can be a dismal city, encouraging depression. A 1999 survey of residents found a high prevalence of seasonal affective disorder, otherwise known as ‘winter blues’. Did Aberdeen affect adversely a temperament innately prone to melancholy – or, as Byron liked to call it, ‘lemancholy’, associating the word with love’s disorders? Did SAD assail him too? Byron’s love of Scotland ebbed and flowed; one January in Ravenna he complained that the weather was all too familiar – ‘mist, mizzle, the air replete with Scotticisms, which, though fine in the descriptions of Ossian, are somewhat tiresome in real prosaic perspective’. Should we attribute to Byron’s nine-year residence in Scotland his lifelong craving for the sun?

In May 1798 the ten-year-old George Gordon inherited the title on the death of his great-uncle William, the 5th Lord Byron. The entry in the Aberdeen Grammar School register was hastily altered: ‘Geo. B. Gordon’ was crossed out and ‘Geo. Dom. de Byron’ written in instead. Next time the daily roll-call was taken in assembly the sound of his new title, ‘Georgius Dominus de Byron’, greeted with yells from his contemporaries, reduced the Lord to tears. This scene, first related in Tom Moore’s biography, is quite believable of someone whose emotions were always near the surface. Even as a man Byron’s tears came easily, and changes made him nervous. There was some consolation in his rather unctuous reception by the headmaster, who sent for him and gave him cake and wine. It was Byron’s first important lesson in the fact that aristocracy would bring about a change in other people’s attitude.
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Newstead

1798–1799

Byron’s earliest ancestors in England were probably Ernegis and Ralph de Burun, of Norman extraction and owners of large estates in the north of England in the reign of William the Conqueror. Ralph de Burun appears as a landowner in the Domesday Book. The Priory at Newstead in the Sherwood Forest, with its surrounding lands, was acquired by the then Sir John Byron at a bargain rate from his patron Henry VIII, in the division of spoils that followed the dissolution of the monasteries. The young George Gordon had succeeded to a peerage dating back to the Civil War, when Charles I rewarded a later Sir John Byron, a general in the Royalist army, by creating him the 1st Baron Byron of Rochdale.

Without being over-attentive to detail, Byron revelled in the ancientness of this history. Though he usually spelled his name ‘Byron’, he occasionally signed himself Biron ‘with ye “i”’,explaining: ‘it is the old spelling – & I sometimes slip into it.’ His pronunciation could also be erratic. At school at Harrow he was Biron (pronounced Birron) with a short i. During his years of London fame, he was calling himself Byron with a long y, the pronunciation which is normally used now, then reverted to Biron after 1816, in his European exile. However, he perversely trained certain Italian friends to use the long y when addressing him although, as his friend Tom Moore rightly pointed out, Biron would have come more easily to them.

The Byron family coat of arms, described in the cryptic language of Burke’s Peerage as ‘Arg., three bendlets enhanced gu. Crest’, shows two wild-maned and energetic chestnut horses surmounted by a mermaid with her comb and mirror. Byron would later be gratified to find that Sir Walter Scott’s arms also contained a mermaid, ‘and with precisely the same curl of tail – There’s concatenation for you!’ The mermaid reappears in Byron’s poem Don Juan in which Englishwomen are compared to


 ‘virtuous mermaids, whose

Beginnings are fair faces, ends mere fishes’.



Fish-tailed women held a curious fascination.

The motto ‘Crede Byron’ – ‘Trust in Byron’ – has a swagger and a confidence to which Byron himself to some extent gave credence, defending it valiantly against a jeering schoolfellow in a playground scuffle. To Leigh Hunt’s consternation, Byron’s coat of arms was fixed to a panel surmounting his large bed in his various Italian houses and palazzi, where the exact significance of the message ‘Crede Byron’ mystified his Italian-speaking mistresses. ‘Crede Byron’ was emblazoned on the military helmets made for Byron’s departure to fight in the Greek War of Independence. But of course this was a motto that could all too easily be reversed, and Caroline Lamb, once she was discarded, had a gold locket containing Byron’s portrait engraved with the reproachful ‘Ne Crede Byron’. She threatened to repeat the message on specially engraved buttons for her pages’ livery.

The child Byron and his mother made the journey south from Aberdeen to claim his inheritance in August 1798. Before he left, with precocious munificence, Byron had presented a gold watch to his namesake, George Gordon Melvin, infant son of his former nanny Agnes Gray, who was now married. Agnes’s sister May replaced her and accompanied the Byrons in the coach to Newstead Abbey in Nottinghamshire, travelling via Loch Leven, where Catherine Byron regaled them with stories of the exploits of her forebears – ‘the old Gordons, not the Seyton Gordons, as she disdainfully termed the Ducal branch’. Byron, writing from Ravenna in 1820, claimed to remember the journey through Scotland and the crossing of the Firth of Forth as if it were only yesterday. Though he sometimes made plans for returning, neither he nor his mother saw the Highlands again.

As the coach neared Newstead, they stopped at the tollgate. Mrs Byron, showing some of the talent for mystification that descended to her son, asked whether there was a nobleman’s estate near by, and if so, who was the owner.

‘“It was Lord Byron, but he is dead.”

‘“And who is the heir now?”

‘“They say a little boy that lives in Aberdeen.”

‘“This is him, God bless him,” says May Gray, the nurse, on cue, turning to the child and kissing him.’

This famous exchange, recounted in Moore’s Life of Byron, may have its dubious features. For example, Moore maintains that the boy was seated on his nurse’s lap, a considerable burden since Byron was then ten. But the story has a real poignancy in reminding us of Byron’s unpreparedness for his role, so young, in a new country, without the family traditions of succession that, under normal circumstances, cushioned a young heir. He had had no contact at all with his great-uncle, the now deceased 5th Lord.

At first sight Newstead Abbey was, and is, stupendous. ‘Newstead is the very abbey,’ marvelled Horace Walpole a few decades before Byron’s arrival. Surviving thirteenth-century ecclesiastical buildings of the original priory of Augustinian Canons merge intriguingly and strangely with domestic buildings of later centuries. In effect it is a house grafted on a ruin, with the great east window of the church, the monastic hall, refectory and cloister still eerily intact. A carving of the seated Virgin Mary and her child remains stranded in its niche, exposed to the elements high above the ancient church’s skeletal façade. What appealed to Walpole the protagonist of Gothick, as indeed it did to Byron, was the sense at Newstead of the layerings of history, the way these buildings offered an entry to the past.

Early in the eighteenth century, Byron’s predecessor, William the 4th Lord, a connoisseur, composer and watercolour painter, had landscaped the gardens in the French style, creating a long canal which later became a lake, and forming magnificent terraces above the square-shaped Eagle Pond. The 5th Lord, also William, began dotting the landscape with his Gothic follies. On the edges of the Upper Lake he built two miniature forts equipped with real cannons. His own twenty-gun schooner floated on the water, with an assortment of other boats around it. Here the ex-naval officer staged his nostalgic mock-heroic battles. Byron inherited a building full of the frissons of his ancestry, a house which was by any standards grandiose. When his kinsman-by-marriage Wilfrid Blunt visited Newstead in 1909 he commented in his diary: ‘one can well understand how the sudden inheritance of it by Byron and his mother turned their heads, and helped to give him that exaggerated pride of birth and position which was his weakness.’ Certainly Newstead encouraged Byron in a taste for architectural expansiveness. From then on he would steer away from little houses, preferring the palazzo. Newstead’s scale and glamour helped to form his expectations of the world and of himself.

The Byrons were greeted by the aged servant Joe Murray, a relic of the regime of the 5th Lord, and by the family solicitor John Hanson and his wife who had journeyed up from London to receive them. Hanson had a new responsibility as Byron’s guardian. The boy, as inheritor of an ‘unsettled’ estate while still a minor, automatically became a ward of the Court of Chancery. Of Byron’s three official guardians – the others being Byron’s mother and his grandee cousin, Frederick 5th Earl of Carlisle – John Hanson had by far the strongest influence on his affairs, becoming the quasi father-figure of Byron’s early life.

Byron was evidently on his best behaviour. Hanson was especially impressed by the boy’s verbal precocity. Asked what he missed most since leaving Scotland he replied it was the scenery and the little girl he loved in Aberdeen; he then launched into an ingratiating little poem:


‘and she looked so pretty in her Bonnet

I longed to sip

from off her lip

the Honey on it.’



A less endearing side of Byron soon emerges in the tale Hanson told of Byron’s Newstead pet, a giant hybrid dog called Woolly, whose mother was a wolf. The lonely child lavished affection on animals but, when relationships went wrong, his reaction was violent. One day, in the garden, the wolf-dog nipped Lord Byron and he rushed into the Abbey, seized a loaded pistol belonging to the gamekeeper, pushed the dog on to its back, threatening to shoot it, exclaiming melodramatically, ‘Woolly, you shall die.’

John Hanson spent the next three weeks at Newstead. There was much to unravel and investigate. The Byron family estates were large, far-flung and complex. In Nottinghamshire, besides the Park and Newstead Abbey, with the adjacent forest and mill, Byron inherited the manor of Hucknall, Bulwell Wood with park and forge, and a network of small villages and hamlets, amounting to 3,200 acres. The ramifications of Newstead become clear from John Hanson’s account books, now in the British Library, giving details of the rents paid by fifteen different tenants of the farm, the mill and quarry; rents from the local clergyman for house, garden and paddock; payments for estate maintenance to fencers, carpenters, blacksmiths and a vet for ‘Curing Cart Horse’; records of tree-felling, threshing, cutting crops and draining, mowing and haymaking. Such estates had their own seasonal demands and rhythms. They were run as small specialist worlds within the world.

By the time Byron inherited, Newstead was in disorder. In his last two decades, the financially hard-pressed 5th Lord had allowed his lands to run down badly. Hanson assessed the estates as being ‘in confusion’ and the farms at Newstead ‘in a most neglected state’. Gradually the 5th Lord had denuded the landscape, selling off the timber that had been so essential a component of it. Newstead was now a barren territory, and the Abbey itself with its gardens, lakes, cascades and battlements had become sadly dilapidated. The 5th Lord’s creditors had forced the sale of paintings by Rubens, Titian, Holbein, Canaletto, acquired by this compulsive purchaser of pictures and objets de vertu in more optimistic days. The majority of the old Lord’s furniture had been seized by the attorneys. The building at the back of the courtyard had no roof on it. The reception hall and refectory of the old Priory were storerooms holding hay for the cattle now installed in the entrance hall and parlour.

The atmosphere was ghostly. In his last few years the 5th Lord, known as ‘the Wicked Lord’ after the reputed murder of his kinsman William Chaworth in the Star and Garter Tavern in Pall Mall, lapsed into a state of paranoia and depression. The disappointed and malevolent old man lay dying in the Abbey attended only by Old Joe and his servant-cum-mistress Mrs Hardstaff, known in the neighbourhood as ‘Lady Betty’. Macabre entertainment was provided by an army of crickets which he had fed and tamed, encouraging them to run races all over his body, attacking them with a straw whip when they became too familiar. The 5th Lord’s demise suggests that Byron’s own depressive tendencies descended as much through the Byron as through the Gordon line.

Besides Newstead, the Byron estates included property at Wymondham in Norfolk and Rochdale in Lancashire. The Rochdale estates were particularly problematic, since the leasehold giving colliery rights on the property had been sold illegally by ‘the Wicked Lord’. Litigation to recover the rights to these potentially lucrative coal mines rumbled on until 1823, by which time Byron was en route for Missolonghi. The inheritance was less propitious than it seemed.

Over that first Newstead autumn of 1798, unaware of the extent of the underlying problems, the new Lord and his mother made optimistic plans. Byron planted a symbolic oak tree in the grounds, subject of a later poem titled grandly, if not completely accurately, ‘To an Oak in the Garden of Newstead Abbey, planted by the Author in the 9th Year of his age’.

Catherine Byron had hoped to bring up her son at Newstead. But Hanson was now pressing her to move to a house or lodgings in London until a more realistic assessment of the family finances could be made. Though not positively ‘encumbered by debt’, as has often been reported, the Newstead estates had been yielding less and less, declining to a level of £800 a year in the last few years of the 5th Lord’s life. There was little income to build the estate up again. Mrs Byron’s small brown leather account book, in the archive at John Murray, has an anxious entry for ‘money laid out from 1st September 1798 to 1st June 1799’: £99 6s 1d for repairs to Newstead House. Hanson’s immediate strategy was to appoint an agent to put the estate in order, manage it more strictly, and to lease out Newstead with its shooting rights until Byron came of age.

Mrs Byron resisted London, perhaps still haunted by the traumatic weeks of her son’s birth. She preferred to take Byron to Nottingham, twelve miles away from Newstead, where she now had contacts with Byron relatives. Here they both stayed for a short time with the Hon. Mrs Frances Byron, widow of the 5th Lord Byron’s brother George, and Mrs Ann Parkyns, Frances Byron’s widowed sister, in Gridlesmith Gate (later renamed Pelham Street). Catherine Byron soon returned to Newstead, leaving her son in Nottingham with his nurse May Gray. She was at the Abbey on and off over the years 1799–1800, with Byron returning there for holidays. She took over the running of the house in Byron’s absence on his European travels from 1809 to 1811. But she never lived at Newstead permanently.

Byron’s own tenure of Newstead was to be very intermittent, his longest stretch of time there being the winter of 1811–12. As a practical landowner the 6th Lord Byron was an unrepentant absentee. Had he had the more dutiful temperament, and the aristocratic landowning habits of, for instance, his Harrow contemporary the Marquis of Hartington, son of the 5th Duke of Devonshire, no doubt he could have pulled the Newstead estate round. But there was something in his perverse nature that preferred the flawed inheritance, the ruined noble Abbey, a romantic liability outdoing his mother’s own abandoned Castle of Gight.

Before long, too, the decayed Abbey was to take on a newly fictionalised fame. The mirage-like Newstead that the young Byron had first glimpsed and then been exiled from acquired a more powerful identity through his poetry than it could ever have had in real life. The process began in his first published book of poetry, Hours of Idleness of 1807, in which three poems, ‘On Leaving Newstead Abbey’, ‘A Fragment’ and ‘Elegy on Newstead Abbey’, all written three or four years earlier, are shot through with the melancholy of departure, long-drawn-out laments for what might have been.


‘Thro’ thy battlements, Newstead, the hollow winds whistle;

Thou, the hall of my fathers, art gone to decay.’



Byron’s early Newstead poems glorify an old world of ‘mail-coated Barons’ and heroic deeds. His recapitulation, more romantic than exact, of the exploits of his ancestors who fought in the Crusades, fell at Crécy in the forces of Edward the Black Prince, perished defending Charles I at Marston Moor, is a tragic and a proud one. The sense of his valiant forebears was extremely strong in Byron, no less genuine because he knew he overdid it, and not to be disparaged as a motivating force.

In these laments for the now derelict halls of his lost ancestors, with all their gimcrack scenery of ransacked graves and ghostly choirs, dingy cells, mouldering turrets, bats and sinister cowled figures, we see Byron confronting both his personal chagrin at his own ruined inheritance and what he was already defining as an early nineteenth-century England in terminal decline.

In Byron’s yearnings back to the better, simpler days of his ‘plain forefathers’, the house itself emerges as its own Romantic hero, a prototype Childe Harold:


‘Proudly majestic frowns thy vaulted hall,

Scowling defiance on the blasts of fate.’



He did not leave it there. In his imagination Newstead Abbey burgeoned. It recurs as the ‘vast and venerable pile’ from which the young Harold departs on his pilgrimage in Canto I of Byron’s Childe Harold. A sinister approximation of Newstead – with its family portraits, gloomy lattices, stone floors, rustling tapestries and creaking doors – can be seen in the Gothic castle to which the mysterious figure of Lara, Byron’s dark-browed pirate chief, makes his unexpected and threatening return.

Newstead gets its most mature and irresistible treatment in Don Juan, in the final ‘English’ cantos written when Byron was in his mid-thirties and living in Genoa. He writes with a sense of last things, reviewing his own history with Newstead reincarnated as Norman Abbey, the rural mansion in which Don Juan, recently arrived in England, is indoctrinated into the moral treacheries of English aristocratic country life. Norman Abbey, like Newstead, was


‘An old, old monastery once, and now

Still older mansion of a rich and rare

Mixed Gothic.’



As at Byron’s Newstead:


‘Before the mansion lay a lucid lake,

Broad as transparent, deep, and freshly fed

By a river.’



Byron has often been accused of having no aesthetic sensibility. But his delineation of the Abbey in Don Juan shows an intense architectural awareness of the building itself in its wooded, watery setting, and of the way in which its architectural elements of many different periods come together to create the fluid random beauty so characteristic of the English country house.

Before Byron’s own time, Newstead Abbey was impressive. Mid-eighteenth-century engravings show the antique building soaring gently in its setting of park and woodland, lake and waterfalls, crenellated follies, the perfect poised example of the English picturesque. Its buried monastic past served as an inspiration for the English Gothic novel. Ann Radcliffe, with her family connections nearby in Chesterfield and Mansfield, seems likely to have drawn on it directly as a setting for her tale of terror, The Romance of the Forest, written during the days of the 5th Lord, whilst Thomas Love Peacock’s Nightmare Abbey has conscious overtones of Newstead, with Byron making an appearance as the languid Mr Cypress. The later raven-haunted, lightning-blasted buildings of Edgar Allen Poe carry echoes of it, too.

Byron himself, much as he enjoyed the spooks, took the idea of Newstead way beyond its role as an epitome of Gothic creepiness. His vision of Newstead as ruined repository of a vanished culture transformed it into one of the central symbols of the Romantic movement as a whole. His view of it became entwined with his deeply ambivalent responses to the French Revolution: his radical desire to see old orders changing, but his horror at the violence entailed. In a devastating image in Don Juan Byron compares the country house shooting party of a mellow English autumn, beating out ‘the poor partridge’ huddling in the fields, to the Septembrists of the French Revolution, massacring more than a thousand prisoners at the beginning of the Reign of Terror in Paris in September 1792.

The English love their mansions. Byron invested Newstead with the melancholy sparkle of an English aristocracy being hustled into change. He invented a Newstead corrupt, beautiful and fated. In the mid-twentieth century Evelyn Waugh’s fictional Brideshead had a comparable resonance.
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Nottingham

1799–1800

Byron spent eight months in Nottingham, from November 1798 to July 1799. He was eleven in January of that year. His pattern of life again altered dramatically as he exchanged the draughty and solitary splendours of Newstead Abbey for the cosier containment of the house in Gridlesmith Gate shared by the two widows, Byron’s great-aunt, the Hon. Mrs Frances Byron, and her sister Mrs Parkyns, whose two young daughters became devotees of Byron, writing him the earliest of the many female fan letters addressed to him in his years of fame.

The boy was ensconced within the upper echelons of county town society, minor nobility and gentry, bankers, merchants, sheriffs, aldermen who lived in the substantial brick houses with large gardens spread out around the Castle. Late eighteenth-century Nottingham was a salubrious and self-sufficient place with its Exchange building, its Assembly rooms, its theatre and racecourse. In 1782 the German traveller Carl Moritz had described it as ‘of all the towns I have seen outside London the loveliest and neatest’. He praised its ‘modern look’.

Byron had been introduced into this society while still at Newstead. In a local lady’s diary we catch tantalising glimpses of Lord Byron and his mother in Nottingham drinking tea at friends’ houses and, on one occasion, visiting a bowling alley. It appears the two Miss Parkyns were often of the party. Presumably such routines continued once the Byrons came to live at Gridlesmith Gate. Byron had been described by John Hanson at this period as ‘a fine sharp Boy a little spoiled by indulgence’, and some of this sharpness emerges in his mordant verse caricature of his great-aunt Frances Byron:


‘In Nottingham county there lives at Swine Green,

As curst an old lady as ever was seen;

And when she does die, which I hope will be soon,

She firmly believes she will go to the moon.’



Gridlesmith Gate ran into Swine Green. He was already developing the knack of attacking the people closest to him, repeating the rhyme over and over, tauntingly.

At Nottingham, too, in a letter written to his mother in 1799, there is evidence of Byron beginning to control his own destiny. Since leaving Aberdeen, Byron had not attended school. Mrs Byron, by then back at Newstead, was discouraging plans for Byron to take lessons from the tutor Jeremiah ‘Dummer’ Rogers, who was teaching the Parkyns daughters; she was perhaps afraid of the expense. With provocative self-confidence Byron challenged her judgement: ‘I am astonished you do not acquiesce in this scheme which would keep me in mind of what I have almost entirely forgot.’ He continued: ‘I recommend this to you because if some plan of this kind is not adopted I shall be called or rather branded with the name of a dunce which you know I could never bear.’ He was finally allowed to enrol with ‘Dummer’ Rogers, ‘Teacher of French, English, Latin and Mathematics’, and read parts of Virgil and Cicero with him.

Byron’s lame leg still caused agony. He was now receiving treatment from the dubious Dr Lavender, a truss-maker at the general hospital in Nottingham, whose method was to rub the foot with oil before forcing it into a corrective wooden frame in which it was left for hours at a time. The foot was in this frame while Byron had his lessons. The sympathetic ‘Dummer’ Rogers said to him one day, ‘It makes me uncomfortable, my Lord, to see you sitting there in such pain as I know you must be suffering.’ ‘Never mind,’ Byron answered, ‘you shall not see any signs of it in me.’

The boy had now moved with his nurse May Gray to lodgings in St James’s Lane (later 76 St James’s Street), a house close to the hospital, kept by a Mr Gill. On 13 March Byron had written, in a letter to his mother, ‘May Desires her duty.’ But with little supervision in Nottingham May Gray’s behaviour had become far from dutiful. As it emerged later in the year, she had neglected Byron and treated him with cruelty. Ann Parkyns had reported her suspicions to John Hanson: May Gray’s dissipation was the talk of Nottingham.

It was John Hanson who coaxed the truth out of Byron, and wrote to Byron’s mother indignantly:

‘He told me that she was perpetually beating him, and that his bones sometimes ached from it; that she brought all sorts of Company of the very lowest Description into his apartments; that she was out late at nights, and he was frequently left to put himself to bed; that she would take the Chaise-boys into the Chaise with her, and stopped at every little Ale-house to drink with them. But Madam this is not all; she has even traduced yourself.’

Hanson later elaborated on this story to Byron’s friend John Cam Hobhouse, who recalled how ‘When Byron was nine years old, at his mother’s house, a free girl used to come to bed with him and play tricks with his person – Hanson found out and asked Lord B – who owned the fact – the girl was sent off.’

This was presumably the episode to which Byron was referring when he wrote in his journal, ‘My passions were developed very early – so early – that few would believe me – if I were to state the period – and the facts which accompanied it.’ He saw it as one of the reasons for his lifelong sense of premature ageing, of having been deprived of the years of normal juvenile experience. It was knowledge of May Gray’s seduction of Byron that rendered Hobhouse so sceptical about the much-vaunted childhood amour with Mary Duff.

Byron came to dread May Gray. If John Hanson’s account is accurate, her abuse of the boy had started while they were still in Scotland, and so would have been going on for at least two years. Byron’s tale of it was only extracted from him once he was in London, away from her immediate influence. His horror of coming face to face with her again was then so great that Hanson told Mrs Byron that her son would not want to see her if a visit entailed meeting May Gray as well. Mrs Byron evidently hesitated to dismiss her, possibly unwilling to believe such lurid stories which reflected badly on her own judgement of the servant. In autumn 1799 Byron entreated Hanson to get rid of the nurse, who had now become a figure of horror to him: ‘And now if you are going to Newstead I beg if you meet Gray send her packing as fast as possible.’ He signed the letter ‘your little friend’.

The May Gray episode had important repercussions. Byron’s nurse was ostentatiously religious, and the coexistence of pious Bible study and lascivious behaviour sharpened his awareness of hypocrisy and cant, deepening his scorn of false religiosity and over-zealous Calvinism in particular. The strange and furtive memories of sex being forced upon him at this early age also influenced Byron’s sexual development, to a point where he negated the physicality of sex even as he indulged it. There are echoes of May Gray in a journal entry for December 1813:

‘a true voluptuary will never abandon his mind to the grossness of reality. It is by exalting the earthly, the material, the physique of our pleasures, by veiling these ideas, by forgetting them altogether, or, at least, never naming them hardly to one’s self, that we alone can prevent them from disgusting.’

Even his last mistress, the Italian Countess Teresa Guiccioli, in the course of a customarily effusive reminiscence, was to describe Byron as having ‘a cold temperament’. The memories of female dominance, the large nurse in the small bed, affected his later attitudes to sex with women. Byron found a mature woman a complicated structure, threateningly flabby. He preferred the physique of young teenage boys, or the girls dressed as boys that became a feature of his early days in London. Byron’s preferred bodies would be youthful, lithe and firm.

The socially ambitious solicitor John Hanson was the first person to recognise Byron’s innate potential, writing of his ward: ‘He has Ability and a quickness of Conception, and a correct Discrimination that is seldom seen in a youth, and he is a fit associate of men, and Choice indeed must be the Company that is selected for him.’ In July 1799 he took Byron south in his carriage to stay in his own family house in Earl’s Court, recently purchased from the executors of John Hunter, the surgeon who had been brought in for consultation at the time of Byron’s birth. This was a substantial building originally containing Hunter’s anatomical museum and a menagerie of animals whose carcasses were destined for anatomical experiment. Four of the Hanson children – Hargreaves, who was Byron’s age, two sisters and Newton, three years younger – were assembled, curious to see the little Lord about whom their parents had already told them much.

It was a well-staged entrance, as described later by Newton:

‘I have a perfect recollection of the room and the way in which the little Dramatis Personæ stood at the first moment after my father brought Byron among us … My father brought Lord Byron into the room in his Hand … all eyes were upon him but, as my father remained with him, he was not abashed.’

His youngest sister, then a child of about seven, examined the boy from head to toe, turning round to remark solemnly, ‘Well, he is a pretty Boy, however’: not the last time Byron was to be exposed to such searching female scrutiny.

Over the next few years the Hansons’ Earl’s Court house became almost a home to him, visited at Christmas and school holidays, while the Hansons became an approximation of the family he had so far lacked. According to Newton, he spent much of his time reading, but would ‘sometimes throw the Book down and be in high spirits and ready for a romp’. Out in the garden, playing with the Hanson boys, he forced himself to climb one of the imitation Pyramids created by Hunter, an antiquarian enthusiast. There were incidents in London which show Byron reverting to the wild child. He would tease the Hansons’ cook, bringing her out of the kitchen to set about him with her rolling pin. After John Hanson’s mentally retarded protégé Lord Portsmouth playfully boxed his ears Byron viciously hurled a large ornamental shell at him, saying he would teach a fool of an earl to pull another noble’s ears. But, on the whole, his life at the Hansons’ had a reassuring normality. His fondness for John Hanson, the deep-rooted attachment Byron felt to those he recognised as his supporters, lasted through many professional vicissitudes in the years to come.

It was Hanson who persuaded the Earl of Carlisle, a reluctant recruit, to become Byron’s guardian. The 5th Earl of Carlisle, by then in his early fifties, one-time gambler and man of fashion, was now mainly involved in politics and connoisseurship. He himself wrote poetry and was a wealthy patron of the arts. His family ties with Byron were not particularly close: Carlisle’s father, the 4th Earl, had been married to the Hon. Isabella Byron, daughter of the 4th Lord Byron, sister of Byron’s grandfather. Although Hanson managed to persuade him to negotiate a £300 per annum Civil List pension for Mrs Byron, Carlisle’s guardianship of Byron was always to be lukewarm.

Early in his stay in London Hanson, wanting to discuss the boy’s future education, had taken Byron to meet Lord Carlisle. The meeting was not propitious. Hanson surmised that the sensitive boy was embarrassed by the presence at the interview of Dr Matthew Baillie, anatomist nephew of John Hunter; Baillie was the specialist now in charge of the treatment of his foot. It is likely that Byron was overawed by his guardian’s ponderous humour and patrician hauteur. Though Carlisle apparently tried to greet his ward with kindness, his was not the personality to put an edgy and self-conscious boy at ease. After they had been there for only a few minutes Byron turned to Hanson and said, ‘Let us go.’ That first meeting engendered a dislike of Lord Carlisle that Byron was to take to notorious extremes.

In autumn 1799 Byron moved into a new environment, attending Dr Glennie’s Academy, a small boys’ boarding school in Dulwich. Hanson’s choice of the school was influenced by his Scots connections. It had been recommended by his friend James Farquhar; the headmaster, Dr Glennie, was another Scot who had ‘travelled a great deal’, as Hanson wrote to Mrs Byron. He informed her soothingly that Byron’s twenty schoolfellows were ‘very fine youths and their Deportment does great credit to their Receptor. I succeeded in getting Lord Byron a separate room.’

Byron seems to have been reasonably happy at Glennie’s Academy. We should not take too seriously his supercilious reference to ‘this damned place’, written in a letter to his young cousin (and heir) George Byron in 1801, shortly before he left the school to go to Harrow. He made little progress in his study of the classics, despite ‘Dummer’ Rogers’ Nottingham tuition, but as always he read voraciously, finding his own way to the knowledge he wanted, and he made a friend called Lowes, a clever boy who died young, like so many of Byron’s schoolfellows and Cambridge contemporaries. It was probably at Glennie’s that he acquired the nickname ‘the Old English Baron’, after Clara Reeve’s Gothick novel of that name, in tribute to his frequent boasts of the superiority of the old English peerage as against more recent and dubious creations. Byron later admitted to such outbursts of pride but excused his boasting as a form of self-defence.

There were two main drawbacks to Dulwich. The new treatment for his foot, supervised by Dr Baillie and his colleague Dr Maurice Laurie, involved a corrective leg-brace constructed by a surgical appliance maker, Mr Sheldrake of the Strand, who used to come out to the school to fit the leg-iron. This iron, jointed at the ankle, was fitted down the outside of his leg and fastened to the sole of his shoe. As with Lavender’s previous wooden instrument of torture, Byron disguised the pain it caused to such an extent that Dr and Mrs Glennie claimed to be unaware that he was suffering at all. But there are signs of his frustration in a letter to John Hanson: ‘my foot goes but indifferently. I cannot perceive any alteration.’ And Hobhouse remembered: ‘This instrument he wore with much impatience and one day threw it in the pond.’

Besides it was impossible for Byron to settle into a regular routine at Dr Glennie’s. He was subject to endless demands and interventions from his mother who had now taken lodgings in Sloane Terrace, within easy reach of Dulwich. To Dr Glennie’s disapproval she extracted him from school for weekends, which often extended into the following week, distracting him from his studies and surrounding him with unsuitable companions. Perhaps Hanson’s cryptic comment that May Gray had ‘traduced’ her mistress referred to her consorting at this period with people judged unsuitable for a widow of her social class.

Her instability increased her son’s own insecurity. She was reputed to be drinking. According to Hobhouse Mrs Byron now ‘fell in love with a French dancing master at Brompton and laid plans for carrying B. to France. The Frenchman called at Dulwich to take him away but the Master would not let him go.’ The seductive Frenchman was probably the ‘Monsieur St Louis’ mentioned in Hanson’s notes on this intriguing episode. Prompted by Hanson, Lord Carlisle intervened. The threatened abduction was the more irresponsible since this was a deeply unsettled period of England’s war with France; after this Mrs Byron was forbidden to take Byron home at weekends. Dr Glennie overheard a schoolfellow tell Byron, ‘Your mother is a fool’, to which he replied, ‘I know it’, the most shameful of admissions for a boy of twelve.

In the summer holiday of 1800 Byron was back in Nottingham with his mother, visiting Newstead as well. He fell in love again in Nottingham, another of the youthful idylls he described with extravagant nostalgia in later life and another of the smoke-screens he erects in journal entries intended for eventual publication in his memoirs, which make no direct mention of his love for boys. This new child-love was Margaret Parker, ‘one of the most beautiful of Evanescent beings’. Byron later boasted that Margaret was daughter of one Admiral Parker and granddaughter of another. More pertinently her mother, Charlotte Augusta Parker, was Byron’s father’s sister. Like Mary Duff, Margaret was Byron’s cousin and a further example of his susceptibility to those already tied to him by family connections, from whom he could be certain of an affectionate response. As he once confessed to Lady Melbourne, ‘I could love anything on earth that appeared to wish it’: his heart alighted automatically on the nearest perch.

Margaret Parker was thirteen or so, older than Mary Duff. She was dark eyed, long lashed and, as Byron remembered her in 1821 after his own immersion in Mediterranean classical art, of a ‘completely Greek cast of face and figure’. It was she who inspired Byron’s ‘first dash into poetry’, always to flow most easily under the pressure of strong emotion. This first poem has disappeared. But we still have the elegy he wrote in 1802 when both Margaret and her sister had just died of consumption:


‘Hush’d are the winds, and still the evening gloom,

Not e’en a zephyr wanders through the grove,

Whilst I return to view my Margaret’s tomb,

And scatter flowers on the dust I love.’



Byron added a note of apology when the poem was published in Fugitive Pieces, and it is certainly a jejune composition. But it is a reminder of how intensely he responded, at such an early age, to the experience of loss.

Byron’s contacts with Nottingham would be important to him both personally and politically. At the time when he first knew it Nottingham was in a phase of great expansion, brought about by local development of the hosiery trade. The influx of ‘framework knitters’, outworkers who produced stockings and gloves on frames in their own homes, resulted in new areas of artisan housing on the outer edges of the city. There were other levels of society besides the genteel tea drinkers with whom the Byrons mixed. The population had expanded from around 11,000 in 1750 to 28,861 at the time of the census in 1801, and Nottingham had become a highly radicalised city, disputing issues of parliamentary reform and revolutionary politics with rising anger – an anger that finally erupted into the Luddite riots with which Byron would later be concerned. Even as a boy, mixing with the articulate elite of town society, exposed to the strong views of his Whig-supporting mother, Byron must have been aware of the mounting tensions of the city he was soon to describe as ‘that political Pandemonium, Nottingham’. His political education may well have started here.

Other political issues that troubled the end of the eighteenth century also began to impose themselves on him. Byron became absorbed by the rebellion in Ireland. His imagination was fired by the exploits of Lord Edward Fitzgerald, revolutionary son of the Duke of Leinster, who became the leading military strategist of the extremist Society of United Irishmen and planned the uprising against the occupying English forces in 1798. As originally envisaged this uprising would have been supported by a simultaneous invasion of Scotland by French forces. Fitzgerald’s betrayal and arrest in Dublin was a contributory factor in the failure of the rebellion, and he died of wounds in prison in June 1798.

Sixteen years later, when Napoleon’s defeat had so greatly depressed Byron and other young idealists of his generation, giving them the impression there were no great causes left, his old feelings revived for the hero of his childhood, the brave handsome aristocrat, wearing the green neckerchief of the Revolution. He regretted the fact that he had only been a boy at the time of the Irish rebellion: ‘If I had been a man,’ wrote Byron in his journal, ‘I would have made an English Lord Edward Fitzgerald.’
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Harrow

1801–1805

Byron entered Harrow School in April 1801, the year in which Napoleon became a Life Consul. Harrow saw the small beginnings of Byron’s own aggrandisement:

‘I will cut myself a path through the world or perish in the attempt. Others have begun life with nothing and ended Greatly. And shall I who have a competent if not a large fortune, remain idle, No, I will carve myself the passage to Grandeur, but never with Dishonour.’

Byron wrote this to his mother, probably in 1804, when he was sixteen. He wrote it in a rage, smarting from the repeated insults of three masters, including the headmaster, said to have called the boy ‘a Blackguard’. Insults, real or imagined, were firing his ambitions, as they were soon to elicit the most brilliantly insolent of Byron’s verse.

Harrow, a school dating back to the mid-sixteenth century, has drawn its special character from its commanding situation high on Harrow Hill, north-west of London, with vistas out over Windsor Castle towards Winchester and Oxford. Harrow pupils have the sense that a world is at their feet. Byron arrived at a school then in the full flowering of its popularity, with 250 pupils ranging in age from six to eighteen, rising to 350 by the time he left in 1805. Its status can be gauged by the fact that Mrs Byron, faced with Byron’s frequent requests to leave the school, only considered Eton as a serious alternative; Westminster was beyond the pale.

Harrow had an especially high proportion of pupils from the nobility. In 1803, the school roll included one current and three prospective dukes, one of whom, the Duke of Dorset, became Lord Byron’s fag. At that time the school also contained a future Marquess, two actual and five future Earls and Viscounts, four other Lords (presumably including Byron), twenty-one Hons. and four Baronets. Aristocracy at Harrow was a commonplace. Rufus King, the American Minister to London, sent his two sons to Harrow as being the ‘only school in England in which no special honour was attached to rank’. Of Harrow’s total of seven British Prime Ministers, Lord Palmerston was almost and Robert Peel precisely of Byron’s generation. He had suddenly arrived in an environment of the highest worldly expectations.

Byron began his somewhat erratic connection with Harrow in the boarding house of Henry Drury, recently promoted son of the headmaster. The young Henry Drury was also his tutor and so responsible for both his day-to-day welfare and his intellectual progress. Their relationship was to be tense. At this stage little about Byron seemed exceptional. The boys noticed that one of his grey-blue eyes was bigger than the other, the difference being that of a sixpenny piece in relation to a shilling, ‘so they at once called him Eighteen pence’. Otherwise he seemed merely ‘a rough, curly headed boy’, veering between shyness and aggression.

Byron did not stand out as particularly clever: indeed he was still backward, and the headmaster, the Reverend Dr Joseph Drury, tactfully shielded him from the derision the boy dreaded by arranging special tuition until he caught up with his contemporaries. Nor did Byron appear conspicuously poorer than the other boys at Harrow. Though the family finances were known by the authorities to be precarious, this would not have been obvious to the boys. Mrs Byron was more generous with allowances to Byron than her straitened circumstances allowed. Her account books show not only circumspect repairings to greatcoats and refacings of sleeves but also extravagances such as ‘A pair of fine Stripe Ticking Trousers’, ‘A Coat superfine Olive Cloth’, ‘A pair of Buckskin Breeches’. Byron could act self-confidence: ‘I have as much money, as many Clothes, and in every respect of appearance am equal if not superior to most of my schoolfellows.’ Nevertheless his early schooldays were a battle, and he would remember how acutely he had hated Harrow at first.

‘There goes Birron, straggling up the Hill, like a ship in a storm without a rudder or compass.’ So wrote the headmaster’s wife, Mrs Drury, giving us a picture of the lame boy isolated in the mêlée of the overcrowded school. From Byron’s point of view Harrow’s hill was not an asset. In the early days at school his leg, under loose corduroy trousers, was still encased in its heavy iron cramp. But, instructed by Byron’s doctors, Sheldrake, the surgical instrument maker, had evolved a special built-up boot for him, with a brace around the ankle for support. In May 1803, Byron wrote from Harrow to his mother: ‘I wish you would write to Sheldrake to tell him to make haste with my Shoes.’ By June nothing had happened. He complained to Mrs Byron, ‘I have already wrote to you several times about writing to Sheldrake.’ He had even written himself without result. ‘I wish you would write to him or Mr Hanson to call on him, to tell him to make an instrument for my leg immediately, as I want one, rather.’ The tone was becoming desperate.

Byron’s disability made it impossible for him to reach Duckpuddle, the Harrow bathing pond, without hiring a pony. As at Dr Glennie’s there was also the embarrassment of having the specialist call at the school to treat his foot. The boys inevitably taunted him. He would wake to find his lame leg dunked in a tub of water. Years later, under fire for his controversial ‘Lines to a Lady Weeping’, Byron commented: ‘The M[orning] Post in particular has found out that I am a sort of R[ichar]d 3d – deformed in mind & body – the last piece of information is not very new to a man who passed five years at a public school.’

He neglected his treatment. On one of his visits Dr Laurie was dismayed to find him with ‘the Shoe intirely wet through, & the brace round his ancle quite loose’. Such thoughtless bravado made Byron’s foot noticeably worse, aggravating a condition which must have been partly responsible for what he described as his ‘turbulent and riotous disposition’ while at Harrow School. He was a fighter and a terrorist, in perpetual motion of flailing arms and whamming fists. His contemporary Peel, inventor of the Metropolitan police force, later described Byron’s compulsive playground violence not simply as self-defence but as a homage to the grandfather who murdered William Chaworth. Duelling was something ‘he accustomed himself to connect with the name of Byron’. Emulating his ancestors kept present pain at bay.

How did Byron emerge from his period of misery? How had Harrow transformed itself by 1807 into ‘the Blest Spot’ of Byron’s nostalgic reverie? No other English public school has been memorialised with such ecstatic depictions of Arcadian boyhood as are found in Byron’s early nineteenth-century Harrow poems. Underlying the alteration from resentment to affectionate involvement was, first, Byron’s strong rapport with Harrow’s headmaster and, second, the cluster of romantic friendships which from 1804 onwards gave him an emotional focus and through which he gradually discovered a male-oriented sexual identity.

Joseph Drury would have been a remarkable headmaster in any period. His incumbency at Harrow lasted twenty years, from 1785 to 1805, and he had been a master at the school for even longer, ever since he left university. Fifty-one when Byron joined the school, Drury viewed the youth at their first meeting as ‘a wild mountain colt’ but one who showed ability and might be led ‘by a silken string to a point, rather than a cable’. Drury’s educational aim was to get inside the mind of the individual child. His methods were pacific and persuasive. He did not beat the senior boys, subjecting them instead to verbal admonition – what Byron called Drury’s ‘Jobations’. Even allowing for his diplomatic skill in dealing with parents, and the schoolmaster’s temptation, which Byron was to satirise in Don Juan, to flatter a well-born child, Drury seems to have had a genuine perception of Byron’s potential. When he writes, ‘I am much interested in Lord Byron’s welfare’, it is easy to believe this to be true.

Byron was a provoking pupil. Early in 1803, after bitter complaints from his son Henry of Byron’s ‘inattention to business and his propensity to make others laugh and disregard their employments as much as himself’, Dr Drury agreed to Byron’s transfer from Henry Drury’s house to Mr Evans’. By the end of 1804, Byron’s ‘animal spirits, and want of Judgement’ prompted the headmaster to suggest he should take a private tutor and not return for his final year at Harrow, a suggestion Byron then chose to ignore.

But Dr Drury did not lose his faith in Byron’s great abilities. When Lord Carlisle paid a rare visit to the school to enquire about his ward’s progress Drury, to Carlisle’s surprise, was staunch in praise of him: ‘He has talents, my Lord, which will add lustre to his rank.’ Byron reciprocated by referring to Drury in ‘Childish Recollections’ as ‘the dear preceptor of my early days’. In a rush of nostalgia for Harrow Byron claimed the Reverend Doctor, so mild and unpedantic, as the best and worthiest friend he ever had.

One of the trials that had been patiently endured by Dr Drury was Byron’s nonappearance at Harrow for the autumn term of 1803. His mother, by then living at Burgage Manor, Southwell, sent a distraught letter to John Hanson on 30 October confessing, ‘the truth is I cannot get him to return to School tho’ I have done all in my power for six weeks past he has no indisposition that I know of but love desperate love the worst of all maladies in my opinion.’ The object of this ‘desperate love’ was Mary Chaworth. His heart, again, had alighted on a nearby perch since Mary was a distant cousin, a daughter of the Chaworths of Annesley Hall, the estate adjoining Newstead, with whom the Byrons had been locked in protracted feuding, and a descendant of the William Chaworth so notoriously murdered by the 5th Lord Byron. When Byron first met Mary as a child at Newstead, soon after his arrival in 1798, he had replied pertly to Hanson’s jocular suggestion that the two should marry: ‘What, Mr Hanson, the Capulets and Montagues intermarry?’ Now that Byron was fifteen, and Mary herself eighteen, the idea of intermarriage had developed a perverse attractiveness.

Newstead Abbey was now let to a sporting young bachelor, Henry Edward, Baron Grey de Ruthyn. Lord Grey, who was away travelling that summer, had invited Byron to ride over from Southwell whenever it suited him. From early August Byron was back at Newstead. ‘Boards and Sleeps at my House and he talks of stopping a Month here,’ grumbled Owen Mealey, the steward now in charge of the estate, to John Hanson. Byron soon gravitated to Annesley Hall, first on daytime visits, later sleeping there as well, paying court to slim, ‘shy and singular’, flirtatious Mary Chaworth with her light brown hair who, in the mythology perpetrated as much by Byron himself as by later commentators, occupies the place of his lost ‘beau idéal’.

Mary Chaworth is portrayed in Byron’s later memoirs as the first object of his adult sexual feelings. In a passage written in the early 1820s he describes an expedition made with Mary and some friends to the Peak Cavern at Castleton, a popular tourist attraction, classed by the guidebooks as ‘amongst the Wonders of Derbyshire’. They entered the Cavern through Peak’s Hole, a huge natural aperture in the rock, overlooked by the ruins of Peveril Castle high on the hill above. With candles to light their path they processed slowly through a geological wonderland of spars, fluors and stalactites and crystallised formations as the first Grand Chamber led into smaller chambers, past surprising little ledges and through even narrower passageways.

At one point a subterranean stream had to be crossed in a boat in which only two people could lie down. Byron gives a suggestive account of the moment in this wooden punt

‘with the rock so close upon the water – as to admit the boat only to be pushed on by a ferry-man (a sort of Charon), who wades at the stern stooping all the time. – The Companion of my transit was M[ary] A. C[haworth] with whom I had been long in love and never told it – though she had discovered it without. I recollect my sensations – but cannot describe them – and it is as well.’

The party then travelled on to Matlock Bath, going to a ball at the Old Bath Hotel where, to Byron’s indignation, Mary danced with an admiring stranger, leaving Byron standing by the wall. His later pathological loathing of the waltz perhaps had its origins in those memories of Matlock and his jealous isolation.

At the time no doubt his feelings were real and agonising. With his ready emotions, Byron was always to fall in love with extraordinary ease, and there are eyewitness accounts of him at Annesley in the throes of calf-love, moping around and shooting at the terrace door with his pistols. But there is something unconvincing about the way in which over the years Byron harps on his disappointed hopes of Mary Chaworth, making her the subject of elegy after elegy, claiming in the lines ‘On Leaving England’ of 1809 that she was his reason for abandoning his country:


 ‘And I must from this Land begone,

Because I cannot love but one.’



He even evokes the sacred memory of Mary Chaworth in a letter to his future wife, Annabella Milbanke, maintaining Mary to be the only other woman he has ever met to whom he would ‘commit the whole happiness’ of his future life.

The odd thing about this episode is that Mary Chaworth had never been a practical proposition for Byron. He was only fifteen; Mary Chaworth was engaged to someone else, the virile if unsubtle Jack Musters, the Nottinghamshire sportsman who in his prime ‘could have leaped, hopped, ridden, fought, danced and played cricket, fished, swam, shot, played tennis and skated with any man in Europe’. Even without such competition, the ancient Byron–Chaworth enmity would probably have ruled out any permanent liaison. As Mrs Byron saw it: ‘if my Son was of a proper age and the Lady disengaged it is the last of all connexions that I would wish to take place.’

A central role in the Byron legend has been accorded to the story of Mary Chaworth’s disdainful comment to her maid, ‘Do you think I could care anything for that lame boy?’ This is supposed to have prompted Byron, when he overheard it or (in another version of the story) had it repeated to him late one night, to rush out of the house and hobble madly back to Newstead. It is a poignant tale, and one which Mary herself, questioned in later life, agreed was plausible. However, Byron’s confidential friend John Cam Hobhouse treated the episode with the scepticism with which he had treated Byron’s tales of old romances with Mary Duff and Margaret Parker, noting in his copy of Moore’s Life, ‘I do not believe this story.’ Hobhouse recognised it for the construct it was, an episode exaggerated and embellished through the years to distract attention from Byron’s real sexual predilections.

Byron himself comes nearest to the truth of Mary Chaworth in the beautiful and pessimistic poem ‘The Dream’, written in Geneva in the summer of 1816, after the disastrous ending of his marriage.


‘I saw two beings in the hues of youth

Standing upon a hill, a gentle hill,

Green and of mild declivity.’



Mary, ‘the Lady of his love’, winds in and out of his long memories, here at last confronted as a fantasy and a chimera. He no longer portrays her, as in early elegies, simply as the girl who loved another. She has now emerged into something far more complex, the focus of his hopes for family and dynasty and sexual fulfilment within marriage: a future which Byron had half-begun to realise, even at the period when he first met Mary Chaworth, was likely to prove impossible to him.

Byron’s ambiguity of appearance and character was evident to many contemporaries, who noted the particular turn of the neck; the almost translucent alabaster skin; the ‘melting character’ of his prominent eyes, ‘frequently observed in females, said to be a proof of extreme sensibility’. The sculptor Sir Francis Chantrey remarked on the ‘soft voluptuous character’ of the lower half of Byron’s face in contrast to the firmness of the upper part. The painter Sir Thomas Lawrence noted ‘the full under-lip’. To Lady Blessington Byron’s voice and accent were ‘peculiarly agreeable, but effeminate’. James Hamilton Browne, with him on the voyage to Cephalonia in 1823, was transfixed, as were so many, by the ‘irresistible sweetness of his smile, which was generally, however, succeeded by a sudden pouting of the lips, such as is practised sometimes by a pretty coquette, or by a spoiled child’.

Byron’s looks reminded Douglas Kinnaird of those of his own mistress; Hobhouse reported from Malta that a female acquaintance ‘picked out a pretty picture of a woman in a fashionable dress in Ackerman’s Repository, and observed it was vastly like Lord Byron’. His friends agreed there was ‘a great deal of the woman’ about Byron: ‘his tenderness, his temper, his caprice, his vanity’. His biographer Tom Moore, who knew him intimately, diagnosed an essentially female way of thinking, impatient of ‘any consecutive ratiocination’. A much later biographer, Sir Harold Nicolson, himself discreetly homosexual, summed Byron up as ‘a catalogue of false positions. His brain was male, his character was feminine.’

The best contemporary account of Byron’s disconcerting but enchanting duality of temperament comes from George Finlay, the historian of Greece:

‘It seemed as if two different souls occupied his body alternately. One was feminine, and full of sympathy; the other masculine, and characterized by clear judgment, and by a rare power of presenting for consideration those facts only which were required for forming a decision. When one arrived the other departed. In company, his sympathetic soul was his tyrant. Alone, or with a single person, his masculine prudence displayed itself as his friend. No man could then arrange facts, investigate their causes, or examine their consequences, with more logical accuracy, or in a more practical spirit. Yet, in his most sagacious moment, the entrance of a third person would derange the order of his ideas, – judgment fled, and sympathy, generally laughing, took its place. Hence he appeared in his conduct extremely capricious, while in his opinions he had really great firmness. He often, however, displayed a feminine turn for deception in trifles, while at the same time he possessed a feminine candour of soul, and a natural love of truth, which made him often despise himself quite as much as he despised English fashionable society for what he called its brazen hypocrisy.’

This duality in Byron’s nature emerged in a painfully revelatory episode in 1803–4, his so-called Mary Chaworth summer, when Byron was almost certainly seduced by his Newstead tenant Lord Grey de Ruthyn.

Lord Grey had taken the lease on Newstead Abbey from January 1803, when he was twenty-three, paying £50 a year for the mansion and its park for the next five years, until Byron came of age. Mrs Byron had at first been rather scornful of his lineage: ‘I cannot find Lord Grey de Ruthin’s Title in the Peerage of England, Ireland or Scotland. I suppose he is a new Peer.’ In fact his antecedents were impressive. The 19th Baron Grey de Ruthyn had inherited the title through his mother, a daughter of the 3rd Earl of Sussex. He had taken his seat in the House of Lords as a Whig. His real interests were more in shooting than in politics. His letters, and the comments of the Newstead steward Owen Mealey, show a truculent, unimaginative young man.

Through November 1803, when he should have been at Harrow, Byron stayed with him at Newstead. He became Lord Grey’s collaborator in illicit shooting expeditions, and Mealey began complaining, ‘they goe these moonlight nights and shuit pheasants as they sit at Roost’. Dark hints at more complex developments in their relationship are contained in letters from Byron to his half-sister Augusta, written after he left Newstead very suddenly. He tells her, in March 1804, ‘I am not reconciled to Lord Grey, and I never will.He was once my Greatest Friend, my reasons for ceasing that Friendship are such as I cannot explain, not even to you my Dear Sister.’ In November of that year, he was still sensitive about the subject of Lord Grey, ‘whom I detest … I have a particular reason for not liking him.’ He was keeping away from Nottinghamshire altogether to avoid the possibility of a meeting with his former friend.

The episode has generally been interpreted as a sexual overture that Byron had rejected. This does not, however, tally with the tenor of later correspondence between Byron and Lord Grey, in which Lord Grey claims still to be unable to account for Byron’s peremptory breaking-off of friendship, while Byron himself adopts a sheepish half-apologetic tone. The most likely explanation is that Byron allowed himself to be seduced by Lord Grey and reacted with alarm only after the event. In commenting on the bland account in Thomas Moore’s biography of the ‘intimacy’ that ‘soon sprung up’ between Byron and his noble tenant, Hobhouse maintains that ‘a circumstance occurred’ during this intimacy ‘which certainly had much effect on his future morals’. He pinpoints it as a central, if not the central, episode in Byron’s sexual indoctrination.

In understanding the force of Byron’s retrospective dismay at Grey’s advances we need to be aware of the prevailing culture in late eighteenth- and early nineteenth-century Britain, when the male homosexual was viewed as a pariah. Even as a schoolboy Byron would have been aware that convictions for sodomy could lead to execution. Male homosexuality had been a capital offence in England since 1533, but it was only in the eighteenth century that the law against buggery began to be invoked with any frequency, following an increase in public comprehension of what sodomy actually was. It was unfortunate for Byron that his own dawning consciousness of his dual nature coincided with a period at which public feeling against homosexuals had become extreme.

Since sodomy itself was difficult to prove, requiring evidence of both anal penetration and emission, a lesser but almost as damaging charge of ‘assault with the attempt to commit sodomy’ had been evolved. Convicted men were punished by public exposure on the pillory, where they were liable to be stoned and vilified, pelted with mud and excrement, by an uproariously hostile crowd. Some were even killed by the homophobic mob. The level of intolerance forced even rich and intellectually distinguished homosexuals to flee the country rather than face the threat of criminal charges. One of these was William Beckford, author of the sodomitical dream novel Vathek, an Arabian Tale, to whom Byron reacted with the mingled fascination and revulsion that characterised his attitude to homosexuality at this early period.

At the end of January 1804 Byron at last went back to Harrow. His final year and a half there was more settled, taken up with an ever-widening circle of emotional involvements with other Harrow boys which he later remembered with great vividness: ‘My School friendships were with me passions (for I was always violent).’ Many records of these friendships survive from a period at which schoolboys corresponded copiously. The peculiarly touching letters from Byron’s favourites, some childishly written and erratically spelt, are a window on to the close-knit society of early nineteenth-century Harrow, with its own language and behavioural codes.

Byron himself, apparently approvingly, explained the system of hierarchy:

‘At every public School, the junior boys are completely subservient to the upper forms, till they attain a seat in the higher Classes. From this state of probation, very properly, no rank is exempt; but after a certain period, they command, in turn, those who succeed.’

Now it was Byron’s turn to be a leader, a role in which he inevitably saw himself as a Highland chieftain surrounded by an obedient and adoring clan. He also described his throng of juniors as his Theban band.

With almost manic exactitude he listed and categorised these Harrow friendships: ‘P. Hunter, Curzon, Long and Tatersall, were my principal friends. Clare, Dorset, Cs. Gordon, De Bath, Claridge and Jno. Wingfield, were my juniors and favourites, whom I spoilt by indulgence.’ Even within these groups there were sub-divisions. Byron, in a letter to Edward Noel Long, denied that his fag the Duke of Dorset had ever been ‘a Friend’ of his: ‘I petted the child, but did not make him a Friend.’

Of all the well-bred young Harrow boys who vied for his attention, which was Byron’s greatest favourite? Was it the Hon. John Wingfield? Or the future Sir John Claridge, who remembered sentimentally how Byron would carry him on his back when swimming and how, on the night before Byron left Harrow, they sat together on the Peachey Stone, a raised tombstone in the churchyard, famous feature of the Harrow landscape, taking a long farewell?

Was Byron’s chief Harrow love the beautiful Earl Delawarr, not included in his list but described by him elsewhere as ‘the most good tempered, amiable, clever fellow in the universe … If it were not for his sake, Harrow would be a desart’? Delawarr became the subject of one of those amatory quarrels over imagined insults, allegations of false pride, that blew up like a sirocco in the overheated atmosphere of Harrow. It took almost two years for them to be reconciled. Another favourite was William Harness, later assured by Byron, ‘you were almost the first of my Harrow friends, certainly the first in my esteem.’ Harness’s lameness was a special bond between them. Byron successfully protected little Harness against the Harrow bullies with the love that expressed itself so easily as patronage and protectiveness.

In this floating world of superlatives Byron’s schoolboy passions ebbed and flowed, peaked and petered out in jealousies and boredom. But certainly the most enduring of them all was with John Fitzgibbon, who had succeeded his father as 2nd Earl of Clare in 1802. He was four years Byron’s junior. Byron described this as the Harrow school relationship that had ‘begun one of the earliest and lasted longest’. In 1821, in Ravenna, the old friendship with Clare was still affecting Byron with a strength he found surprising. ‘I never hear the word “Clare” without a beating of the heart – even now, & I write it – with the feelings of 1803–4–5 – ad infinitum.’ By then he was defining Lord Clare as the only male human being for whom he felt true friendship: all his other ties were merely ‘men-of-the-world friendships’. Since Clare’s surviving letters are few and relatively guarded, it is difficult to gauge how far Byron’s love for him had been reciprocated. Henry Drury, the master who knew both of them at Harrow, remarked interestingly on ‘the total contrast, in every respect between him and Lord Clare’.

How physical were these relationships of Byron’s? Again the subject is hidden in a cloud of obfuscation. The sex life of the English public school has been made mysterious not just by the silence of each new generation of boys, but by retrospective secrecy, protective codes of loyalty, extending beyond schooldays far into manhood. The long-term effects of this in forming over time an inbred and self-protective ex-public school society were brilliantly explored in Julian Mitchell’s play Another Country of 1980. Byron’s Harrow was itself another country, made still more impenetrable by those with vested interests who have wanted to obliterate all traces of his homosexual loves.

The ethos of boy worship at Harrow was encouraged by the classical studies that underpinned the curriculum. Byron and his contemporaries would have been familiar with heroic concepts of Greek love through their reading of Horace, Catullus, Virgil, Petronius: indeed in Byron’s Cambridge circle the term ‘Horatian’ was used as a code word for homosexual. They were attuned to the ideal of the erȏmenos, beautiful youths such as Ganymede or Hyacinth pursued by the Greek gods, and alerted by continual translation of the poets of the ancient world to the tempting image of the ‘lightly-bounding boy’, as he appears in Byron’s post-Harrow translation from Anacreon, Ode 47:


‘I love the old, the Jovial Sage,

Whose Soul expands unchilled by Age,

I love the lightly-bounding Boy,

Whose hours the dance and loves employ.’



From the practical point of view sex between boys at an early nineteenth-century English public school was facilitated by long stretches of time spent unsupervised, as well as the custom of bed-sharing. A single bed often cost parents an additional fee. A letter to Byron from his friend John Tattersall, who left Harrow before him, indicates an almost claustrophobic intimacy: ‘You say you shall miss me most damnably. I do not doubt it for who will you have to comfort you under afflictions, and (now for a sinking in poetry) to undress you when you go to bed … who to go bathe with you, in short who to do every thing with you.’

Although Byron often loved to mystify an audience, his obsessively precise accounts of his sexual experiences ring true and I think there is no reason to doubt the confidential confession he later made to Lady Caroline Lamb that he had practised homosexuality since boyhood and had indoctrinated three of his Harrow schoolfellows. According to Caroline, Byron’s confessions culminated in his sacrificial conflagration of the portraits of his favourites. (‘NB’, wrote Byron’s wife, in her appalled retelling of this story, ‘two of their miniature pictures were burned with a curious remark.’) John Cam Hobhouse was under no illusions about the physical nature of Byron’s Harrow relationships, commenting in his diary, ‘Certainly B had nothing to learn when he came from Harrow’, and castigating Thomas Moore for real or feigned ingenuousness in his Byron biography: ‘M knows nothing or will tell nothing of the principal cause & motive of all these boyish friendships.’ ‘Moore said he did not believe in the stories of his fancy for boys, but it looked as if he did believe it from his manner’: so said Charles Fulke Greville, meeting a rather shifty biographer at a London dinner party in 1829.

In his final years at school and immediately after, Byron’s experience of Harrow drifted into a series of deeply nostalgic, melancholy poems addressed to his favourites, some written as if to women, almost all with submerged or assumed identities. The most substantial of these is ‘Childish Recollections’, written in 1806 when Byron was ill in bed, and first published in his collection Poems on Various Occasions. It shows signs of the heightened awareness of illness, past and present conflating with a feverish intensity as Byron conjures up his Harrow idols one by one, disguising ‘That Madcap Tattersall’ as ‘Davus’, Delawarr as ‘Euryalus’, James Wynne De Bathe as ‘Lycus’, John Wingfield as ‘Alonzo’, with ‘Clarus’ as a not very opaque synonym for Clare. The underlying sadness of the poem, and his other Harrow verses, seems to spring from Byron’s apprehension that the emotional candour of his youth will inevitably give way to adult posturings, hypocrisies, denials of natural sexual expressiveness. Leaving Harrow means bidding ‘a long farewell to truth’. These poems are pervaded by world-weariness, a sense of life being half-over before it has begun, and by a consciousness of sexual differences that may in the end make England untenable to him. As he writes so presciently about Harrow:


‘Ah! sure some stronger impulse vibrates here,

Which whispers friendship will be doubly dear

To one, who thus for kindred hearts must roam,

And seek abroad, the love denied at home.’



At Harrow Byron’s fascination with words, the power of language, the compulsions of the writer, first become apparent. Though he claimed to have found his formal lessons tedious, his exposure to the ancient texts had been long and intensive: ‘Of the Classics’, he admitted, ‘I know about as much as most schoolboys after a Discipline of thirteen years.’ These studies left him with a deep-seated, almost unconscious love of Ancient Greece, later to resurface dramatically in his support for the Greek War of Independence, and with a feeling for the austere grandeur of Greek tragedy. He admired especially Æschylus’ Prometheus, one of the set texts he read three times a year at Harrow, and the Medea of Euripides, which would have introduced him to the vengeful woman, of whom there were to be several examples in his life.

Byron was reading widely throughout his time at Harrow. To keep up his pose of the anti-authoritarian idler he avoided being seen reading, but read while eating, or in bed, at times when no one else was reading, a secret addiction that stocked his mind with knowledge and helped him to develop a huge verbal facility. He boasted grandiosely that ‘in the historical department’ few nations ‘exist or have existed with whose records I am not in some degree acquainted from Herodotus down to Gibbon’. He had rattled through biographies of kings, queens, emperors and generals, Julius Caesar, Cromwell, Marlborough, and inevitably Bonaparte; read the work of the philosophers Locke, Bacon, Hume and Berkeley, working up a detestation of Hobbes.

By the age of nineteen, Byron claimed to have read ‘about four thousand novels, including the works of Cervantes, Fielding, Smollett, Richardson, Mackenzie, Sterne, Rabelais and Rousseau’. He knew all the British classic poets and most contemporary ones. Hobhouse felt that Byron exaggerated his breadth of reading. Walter Scott maintained that his knowledge was fairly superficial. But the proof of his reading is in the free use he makes of quotations from other writers, particularly Shakespeare, whose words are absorbed into Byron’s own writing and remade as his own.

His early reading of the poets gave Byron his enormous sense of creative possibility. He realised the excitement of turning a phrase, of building up a stanza, arriving irresistibly at the final ‘clinch’. He was already forming a grasp of the structure of a narrative. Assuming the schoolboy’s protective stance of disdain, Byron found satiric poetry central to his taste. A copy of the works of Alexander Pope, the poet Byron most admired and most often emulated, was acquired by him during his Harrow schooldays. On the flyleaf of volume 2, he added his mark: ‘Harrow on the Hill, Middlesex – AD 1803 – Given me by my Friend Boldero’.

Crucial also was his perception of the political power of language.


‘But words are things, and a small drop of ink,

Falling like dew, upon a thought, produces

That which makes thousands, perhaps millions, think.’



The ability of language to influence ideas and alter the course of society, as expressed so famously by Byron in Don Juan, began to dawn on him at Harrow. He put it into practice in pursuing a vendetta against the new headmaster, the Reverend Dr George Butler, who succeeded Drury in April 1805.

Byron had no real reason for such animosity towards Dr Butler. But his affection for Dr Drury and a natural resistance to change had made him the leader of the party in the school supporting the candidature of Mark Drury, Dr Drury’s younger brother, and undermaster of Harrow. Butler was the Archbishop of Canterbury’s appointment. Byron resented him as an upstart from outside, and once he was installed Byron was wilfully disruptive, though not to the extent that legend now has it. He did not lead a gunpowder plot against Dr Butler. But he wrote up on notices around the school, ‘To your tents Israel!’ Byron was the ringleader when Dr Butler’s desk was dragged into the middle of the School House and set on fire. He pulled down the blinds of the study of Dr Butler’s house, in which Byron was now lodging, and when asked his reason said, ‘They darken the room.’ Characteristically, when Butler reprimanded him, Byron ‘cried and blubbered like a child’.

More seriously challenging to Butler were the poems Byron wrote in pursuing his campaign.


‘Of narrow brain, yet of a narrower soul,

Pomposus holds you, in his harsh controul;

Pomposus, by no social virtue sway’d,

With florid jargon, and with vain parade.’



These verses ‘On a Change of Masters, at a Great Public School’ were circulating round the school in summer 1805. His opposition to Butler, feeding on the controversy it had caused, swelled up into the longer and still more vitriolic ‘Portrait of Pomposus’ included in his ‘Childish Recollections’ and published in Hours of Idleness. Byron, playing innocent, claimed that he had kept this published version from the Harrow boys; but of course they read it all the same.

He attacked the headmaster as affected, ingratiating, overbearing, falsely boastful, pedantic and so socially lowly he should not be entrusted with the care of noble pupils. The assault was not just wounding to Butler personally. It attacked the whole basis of his economy, since early nineteenth-century headmasters grew rich on the fees they charged pupils. The success of the piece was a heady foretaste for Byron of the personal damage a poem could inflict.

At Harrow, amongst his contemporaries, Byron achieved integration of a kind. There was a side to him that craved acceptance. He was always to be as much insider as outsider, acquiring the double vision that made his social criticism so accurate. The relative equilibrium of his last few terms at Harrow was assisted by the sudden emergence in his life of an up-to-then shadowy figure, Byron’s half-sister the Hon. Augusta Byron, child of Byron’s father by his first wife Amelia D’Arcy, Baroness Conyers. After her mother’s death Augusta had been brought up by her grandmother, Lady Holdernesse, who had herself died in 1801, leaving Augusta to lead the peripatetic existence common to lone women of her class. From then on Augusta did the ingratiating rounds of her aristocratic family relations, including Byron’s guardian, the Earl of Carlisle.

Byron, avid for family, seized on Augusta as ‘the nearest relation I have in the world both by the ties of Blood and Affection’. They met in the spring of 1803 at the house in Portland Place belonging to General (later 3rd Earl) Harcourt, when Byron was fifteen and she was twenty, tall, slim, full-lipped, weak-chinned with brown curling hair. Augusta, like Byron, had the family lisp and, in spite of her social poise, an underlying nervousness – the shyness of the antelope, so Byron called it: a trait he would always find attractive in a woman. She became surrogate mother as much as long-lost sister, with the added advantage that she listened sympathetically when Byron complained about his real mother; the growing warmth of their correspondence during Byron’s final period at Harrow increased his confidence. In 1805, in his last term, he invited Augusta to Harrow Speech Day: ‘I beg Madam you may make your appearance in one of his Lordships most dashing carriages, as our Harrow etiquette admits of nothing but the most superb vehicles, on our Grand Festivals.’ The vision is alluring but Augusta never came.

By his last term his early antagonism towards Harrow had so completely altered that he counted each remaining day, dreading the thought of leaving. He made a little tempus fugit entry on the flyleaf of his Scriptores Graeci schoolbook: ‘George Gordon Byron, Wednesday June 26th, AD 1805, 3 quarters of an hour past 3 o’clock in the afternoon, 3d school – Calvert, monitor, Tom Wildman on my left hand, and Long on my right. Harrow on the Hill.’ Byron’s strong sense of fate’s strangeness would have revelled in the knowledge that Tom Wildman would eventually purchase Newstead Abbey. By 1805, according to school records, Lord Byron had become a monitor and third boy in the school.

The perspicacious Dr Drury had noted and encouraged Byron’s innate theatricality. He ‘had a great notion that I should turn out an Orator’, wrote Byron, ‘from my fluency – my turbulence – my voice – my copiousness of declamation – and my action’. Byron made star appearances at Harrow’s public Speech Days in 1805, as he had done in 1804. One of his bravura performances was of King Lear’s address to the storm. He went through the Harrow rituals of leaving his portrait, a formal frontal head and shoulders showing Byron in anything but ethereal mode, with his ‘grand patron’, ex-headmaster Dr Drury, and he incised his name alongside the dozens of old Harrow boys into the wooden wall-panels of the School House, the communal classroom in which they had been herded together for so many hours each day. Afterwards, on the steps, he met his friend Edward Long with his father and young brother. Byron bumptiously ‘introduced an oath’ into the conversation and the small boy asked his brother, ‘Do boys at Harrow swear?’

Shortly after the end of his last term, Byron took part in an unofficial version of what was to become an important annual fixture in English social life: the Eton and Harrow cricket match. Cricket was a sport that Byron, by employing a runner, managed to take part in despite his lame leg. One of these runners was Henry Page, a Harrow wheelwright, who recorded:


‘Oft at the famous game of cricket

I’ve served his Lordship at the wicket.’



In the match on 2 August 1805, held in London, Eton beat Harrow easily. By Byron’s ebullient account, in a letter to another Harrow boy, Charles David Gordon, he himself had scored eleven runs in the first innings and seven in the second, ‘which was more than any of our side, except Brockman and Ipswich, could contrive to hit’.

The official scorebook shows this claim to be exaggerated: Byron’s score in the first innings was actually seven, with two runs in the second. The captain of the team later commented ungraciously that Byron had played badly and would never have been in the eleven if his own advice had been taken. But in Byron’s long memory the day remained a triumph, as in a sense it was, and the image of it also stayed with Stratford Canning, an opponent of Byron’s in the Eton team. ‘I had not forgotten the impression then made upon me by Lord Byron’s appearance in his flannel jacket with bat over his shoulder,’ he wrote when he met Byron again in Constantinople in 1810, by which time Byron was a published poet and Canning, later Viscount Stratford de Redcliffe, was an aspiring young diplomat.
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Southwell

1803–1805

It was the violent extremes of Byron’s experience that were to make him, as a writer, so remarkably versatile, equally at home with high and low and dark and bright. One of these contrasting experiences was Southwell, the small town of some three thousand citizens near Nottingham, which Byron found to his dismay to be full of ‘old parsons and old Maids’. Southwell, polar opposite to mercantile and thrusting Aberdeen, gossipy contrast to Newstead’s isolation, a town of quiet rituals, female to Harrow’s maleness, was the nearest place in Byron’s young adulthood to a settled home.

Byron was, at least officially, at Burgage Manor, the house in Southwell rented by his mother, from summer 1803, when he was fifteen, to winter 1808, when he returned to live temporarily at Newstead. Byron’s period at Southwell spans both his later Harrow and his Cambridge years. Owen Mealey, the Newstead land agent, had reported favourably on the Manor: ‘It is a handsome new house and very pleasantly situated. The rent for the House and Garden is 35 gns a year.’ The house, built around 1780, is a fine example of Georgian provincial architecture, with a pretty classical pedimented façade, overlooking the open space of Burgage Green. A few minutes’ walk away was the ‘beautiful, well-kept Church and most elegant Chapter House, with its extraordinary gossamer-like carvings’, as a contemporary visitor described Southwell Minster; such a well-built clean town, so the visitor went on, was the ideal retirement place for ‘a quiet distressed Family’.

An acquaintance suggested that Catherine Byron would find the environment a dull one. But after years spent trailing her lame son from lodging house to lodging house during his school holidays, from Nottingham to Malvern to London, Cheltenham and Bath, trying to recapture the pleasures of the spa towns, she seems to have taken to the neighbourly existence of a small-town, church-orientated society, with its conventional mores and its ironic undertones, as so subtly described in the novels of Jane Austen. In Byron’s personal mythology the little town resurges as the epitome of boredom: a ‘Crater of Dullness’ and an ‘Abode of Darkness’, where his neighbours’ only pleasures consisted of field sports. Complaining of heavy hours dragged along through month on month ‘amongst the Mohawks’ who inhabit Southwell’s kraals, Byron poured out his invective upon the town, praying that it would be demolished by an earthquake, claiming that the time he spent there was ‘a tedious dream’, a blank out of his life. But how far to believe him? His resistance to Southwell was tied up with his resentment of his mother. There are signs he did not hate it as much as he pretended.

Byron made his first enduring female friend at Southwell. This friend was Elizabeth Pigot, five years older than Byron, who lived with her mother, the widow of a doctor, and her three brothers in the house opposite Burgage Manor, just across the Green. He was no doubt distantly remembering Elizabeth when he made the comment, in 1822:

‘I have always laid it down as a maxim – and found it justified by experience – that a man and a woman – make far better friendships than can exist between two of the same sex – but then with the condition that they never have made – or are to make love with each other.’

Byron flourished in such friendships because they made no difficult demands on him, emotional or sexual. They were based on trust and liking. As in Byron’s later non-sexual female friendships, with for instance Margaret Mercer Elphinstone and Lady Hardy, there was a robust sympathy, shared jokes, and give and take.

He met Elizabeth Pigot at a soirée given by his mother in April 1804 to introduce him to Southwell society. Byron had had high expectations of the party, as he reported to his half-sister Augusta in mock sophisticated style:

‘My mother Gives a party to night at which the principal Southwell Belles will be present, with one of which although I don’t as yet know whom I shall so far honour having never seen them, I intend to fall violently in love, it will serve as an amusement pour passer le temps and it will at least have the charm of novelty to recommend it.’

If nothing else, a doomed love affair would give him the materials for ‘a pretty little Romance which shall be entitled and denominated the loves of Lord B. and the cruel and Inconstant Sigismunda Cunegunda Bridgetina &c. &c. princess of Terra Incognita – Don’t you think that I have a Very Good Knack for novel writing?’ But when the evening came Byron was seized by one of the fits of almost paralysing shyness that were always to assail him. His mother made three attempts before she was able to prise him from his room to join the young people of Southwell, decorously playing at a round game in the drawing room.

He made a poor first impression on Elizabeth. It is she who was responsible for the description of Byron as a fat bashful boy with unbecoming fringe that fixed his image at this period, gauche teenager before the transformation scene. The morning after the party his mother took him over Burgage Green on a visit to the Pigots, where ‘he still continued shy and formal in his manner’. But Elizabeth, a well-informed, well-read, tactful girl, won him over with a reference to Gabriel Lackbrain, a character in Life, a comedy by Frederick Reynolds which Byron and his mother had seen recently at Cheltenham. Reynolds was later to adapt Byron’s own dramas for performance at Drury Lane. ‘Good-bye, Gaby,’ said Elizabeth as he was bowing his goodbyes to her, and Byron gave a reciprocating grin.

From then on he spent much of his time with the Pigots when he was in Southwell, welcoming the escape from Burgage Manor. Elizabeth, like her mother, was a good watercolourist and one of her early acts of friendship was to make multiple copies of Byron’s coat of arms for him to use as bookplates. He asked her to pay special attention to the twist in the tail of the mermaid. She was also to knit him a watch ribbon and a purse. They sang duets while Elizabeth played on the pianoforte: ‘The Maid of Lodi’ was one song which they both loved. There was an exchange of verses, written into her copy of the translation of Rousseau’s Letters of an Italian Nun and an English Gentleman.

Elizabeth became his close confidante. He relied upon her steadiness, the counterpoint to his own gathering neurosis, as we see from the letters he sent her from Cambridge and from London, testing her out with accounts of his dissipations. Her letters to him stand out amongst those of the multitude of his female correspondents on account of their affectionate anxiety and their easy teasing tone: ‘Our cottage is dull without you,’ she tells Byron, ‘and I sit down in my own armchair and wish it were better filled – not that I mean to say you are broader than me. Adieu!!’ When Elizabeth’s mother reassured an ever-anxious Mrs Byron that Elizabeth regarded him merely as a friend, seeing all his faults clearly and denying there was anything like love between them, she was not being entirely accurate. It was love of a sort, a deeply understanding friendship that offered vistas of parochial domesticity, which Byron half longed for but finally disdained.

Byron also made friends with John Pigot, Elizabeth’s younger brother, then a medical student in Edinburgh. They coincided at Southwell in the holidays. John Pigot, too, was a reassuring presence for someone he described as ‘even more shy than myself’. In summer 1806 they went to Harrogate together, travelling in grandeur in Byron’s own carriage with his groom and valet, Francis Boyce, known as Frank. They took two of Byron’s dogs with them, the bull-mastiff Nelson and the Newfoundland Boatswain, who travelled on the box of the carriage with Frank. To Byron’s grief they made the return journey without Nelson who attacked a horse so ferociously in the yard of the Crown Inn, where they were staying, that he had to be shot.

The Harrogate expedition was an anticlimax after their hopes of social success. Byron and Pigot dined in the public room but retreated soon after dinner to their own quarters, two bashful youths together, wondering if they could ever brave the ballroom. Like his sister, John Pigot became a stalwart defender of Byron, maintaining that few people understood him: ‘but I know that he had naturally a kind and feeling heart, and that there was not a single speck of malice in his composition’. Pigot represents another antithesis to Byron, embodying those virtues that Byron chose to reject: the virtues of normal, decent, mainstream English professional life.

The longest stretch of time that Byron spent in Southwell was the year from summer 1806 to 1807. In these late teenage years, it was his place of growing up, of simple pleasures and, in other painful senses, of disillusionment. In February 1807 Byron sent a short résumé to his ‘dearest’ friend, Lord Clare:

‘I have been transporting a servant, who cheated me, – rather a disagreeable event: – performing in private theatricals; – publishing a volume of poems (at the request of friends, for their perusal); – making love, – and taking physic. The last two amusements have not had the best effect in the world; for my attentions have been divided amongst so many fair damsels, and the drugs I swallow are of such variety in their composition, that between Venus and Æsculapius I am harassed to death.’

The cheating servant was Frank the valet, accused initially by Mrs Byron of stealing from her son. Byron, automatically loyal to his servants, had at first refused to believe the charge. But it was proved that Frank had stolen four pairs of black silk stockings from his mother, valued at 42 shillings, for which he was sentenced to seven years’ transportation by the Southwell courts.

The Southwell ‘theatricals’ were a double bill, Richard Cumberland’s comedy The Wheel of Fortune and Allingham’s The Weathercock, performed in the dining parlour of the Leacroft family. Julia Leacroft, daughter of the household, was one of the Southwell belles with whom Byron flirted ostentatiously. He composed a prologue to The Wheel of Fortune in the carriage with John Pigot en route home from Harrogate. Byron’s interest in the theatre was already keen. He had seen the boy prodigy William Henry West Betty, known as ‘Young Roscius’, act several times in London. As well as directing the production, Byron cast himself in leading roles in both the Southwell plays.

An account of the proceedings written later by Miss Bristoe, daughter of a local clergyman, reflects almost uncannily the mood of the theatricals performed at Jane Austen’s Mansfield Park, with its dramas within dramas and the sexual release experienced as actors entered into their unaccustomed roles. In spite of the forbidding presence at rehearsals of Miss Holmes, one of the Southwell maiden ladies, daughter of a deceased clergyman, Byron made advances to the naive Miss Bristoe, who was playing the part of Mrs Woodville to his Penruddock in The Wheel of Fortune. As she delightedly recalled it, ‘Lord Byron requested to rehearse with me alone, for what reason I never knew, but I had cause to rejoice at his having made this request, as it prepared me for what I might expect on the Stage.’

Far from leading the life of the ‘absolute Hermit’ as he described it in an early letter to Augusta, Byron was now playing the field of Southwell belles. His blatant pursuit of Julia Leacroft, Emily Tempest to Byron’s Penruddock in her home theatricals, resulted in formal remonstrations from her brother, who feared for his sister’s reputation. Byron saw this as a ruse to trap him into marriage with a social inferior. He neatly turned the tables, replying to Captain Leacroft that ‘as a young man very lately entered into the world, I feel compelled to state that I can permit no suspicion to be attached to my name with impunity’.

He became enraptured with the enticingly permissive Anne Houson, daughter of yet another local clergyman; he confided to John Pigot: ‘She is a beautiful Girl, & I love her, nor do I despair, unless some damned accident intervenes, secrecy on this subject, my dear P. is requested, you will hear more Anon.’ A further secret love of this period was Harriet Maltby, a normally outgoing and light-hearted girl who put on a façade of reserved silence to intrigue him. This policy paid off. He revelled in the small-town scandal he was causing, telling his old Harrow friend Edward Long that he had been accused of seducing ‘no less than 14 Damsels, (including my mothers maids) besides sundry Matrons & Widows’. Hobhouse later made the comment that it was at Southwell where Byron learned his ‘first lessons’ in sexual relations with women, insisting that ‘his Southwell recreations’ were by no means as innocuous as Thomas Moore’s biography makes out.

It is possible that Byron, at this period, fathered an illegitimate son. His collected Fugitive Pieces contains a sentimental six-stanza poem ‘To My Son!’, dated 1807, in which he hails the progeny of a girl of the labouring classes, now apparently deceased. In this morally defiant little poem he acknowledges the child and promises lifelong support for him:


‘Why, let the world unfeeling frown,

Must I fond Nature’s claim disown?

Ah, no – though moralists reprove,

I hail thee, dearest child of love,

Fair cherub, pledge of youth and joy –

A Father guards thy birth, my Boy!’



Whose was this child? Even Thomas Moore, so often gullible or guarded about Byron’s sexual exploits, accepts the poem as autobiographical: ‘it is not easy to suppose a poem, so full of natural tenderness, to have been indebted for its origin to imagination alone.’ He cites the evidence of a friend of Mrs Byron’s that Byron had asked his mother to look after the child then in the womb of the discarded mistress of his Harrow contemporary, the Hon. George Curzon. Whether or not she believed this complex story, Mrs Byron had agreed to raise the child. However, her generosity was never tested since the infant died soon after it was born.

Was Byron’s putative Boy in fact a Southwell baby, or a child engendered on an escapade in London? This ‘Fair cherub’ is only one of several mystery children rumoured by Byron to have been his offspring: the child glimpsed by Samuel Rogers through the window of a house in Pisa near Byron’s Palazzo Lanfranchi; the two children that he told Claire Clairmont had been born to Thyrza, a young girl of low birth he had seduced and abandoned before he went to the East. This girl then committed suicide and was ‘buried in a cross road which was the reason he could not erect a stone to her memory’. His paternal instinct was always wayward, veering from fierce possessiveness to aristocratic nonchalance.

At Southwell emerge the first signs, still very tentative, of Byron’s eventual literary fame. In July 1806 he was making preparations for his first book of poems, the volume entitled Fugitive Pieces. This was published privately in mid-to-late November, then suppressed and destroyed by Byron after local protests at its lewdness. Only four copies appear to have survived. A revised and toned-down collection, also published privately, came out in January 1807 under the title Poems on Various Occasions. A third volume, Hours of Idleness, with many further changes and additions, appeared in June 1807 and was Byron’s first collection to be put on public sale and to receive serious professional reviews.

From the start this had been a largely local enterprise. The publishers were Newark printers and booksellers, Samuel and John Ridge. Elizabeth Pigot transcribed the printer’s copies of most of the poems from Byron’s manuscripts, the first in a line of careful female scribes. John and Elizabeth Pigot read the proofs while Byron was in London after a particularly fierce quarrel with his mother, which had ended by her throwing the manorial firetongs at him. Some of the subject matter was scandalously local, with Anne Houson, Julia Leacroft and the rest of Byron’s ‘whole Bevy’ of amorous females being clearly recognisable, even under disguised names. Outraged Southwell spinster ladies called Byron a ‘young Moore’, finding parallels between his amorous suggestiveness and Tom Moore’s titillating volume The Poetical Works of the late Thomas Little, published in 1801. This was perspicacious of them for Byron had indeed appreciated Thomas Little, reading the poems avidly when a boy at Harrow.

Chief censor of Fugitive Pieces was the Reverend John Thomas Becher, a rising local clergyman then in his early thirties. A relative of the Pigots, he was vicar of the Nottinghamshire parishes of Rumpton and Midsomer Norton. Becher is one of several equivocal parsons who emerge in Byron’s history, living examples of his bitter jibes at hypocrisy within the Church of England. Becher seems to have welcomed Byron’s private confidences about his sexual wildness whilst complaining officially of the immoral tenor of his verses. Byron’s descriptions, he said, were ‘rather too warmly drawn’.

Byron replied in verse to Becher in terms that would become his familiar battle cry: ‘I seek not glory from the senseless crowd’. But nevertheless his obedient excisions include some of the liveliest of his early poetry, for example the lines addressed to Elizabeth Pigot on the miseries of wedlock:


‘’Tis surely enough upon earth to be vex’d,

With wives who eternal confusion are spreading;

“But in Heaven” (so runs the Evangelist’s Text,)

“We neither have giving in marriage, or wedding.”




From this we suppose, (as indeed well we may,)

That should Saints after death, with their spouses put up more,

And wives, as in life, aim at absolute sway,

All Heaven would ring with the conjugal uproar.’



For a boy of eighteen this is an impressive performance, not only on account of the confidence of its risky rhymes and risqué humour. Byron shows a precocious awareness of the dangers of early nineteenth-century sexual transactions, a subject he was to explore in his adult masterpieces Beppo and Don Juan.

An enduring image of the Southwell years is of Byron locked in combat with his mother. A letter to Augusta gives a treacherous description of their domestic situation.

‘I am at this minute vis a vis and Tete a tete with that amiable personage, who is, while I am writing, pouring forth complaints against your ingratitude, giving me many oblique hints that I ought not to correspond with you … You may figure to yourself, for your amusement, my solemn countenance on the occasion, and the meek Lamblike demeanour of her Ladyship, which contrasted with my Saintlike visage, form a striking family painting, whilst in the background the portraits of my Great Grandfather and Grandmother, suspended in their frames, seem to look with an eye of pity on their unfortunate descendant, whose worth and accomplishments deserve a milder fate.’

Family portraits had been brought from Newstead to give Burgage Manor a more impressive air. In another letter Byron depicts sarcastically his ‘wise and Good mother (who is at this minute thundering against Somebody or other below in the Dining Room)’. How serious was the animosity between them? Certainly relations between them in Southwell were often desperately tense.

As he grew older Byron was more conscious of the embarrassing aspects of his mother, her lack of dignity and love of scandal, her blatant ogling of ‘that detestable’ Lord Grey de Ruthyn. She had ‘a penchant for his Lordship,’ he confided to Augusta, ‘but I am confident that he does not return it, for he rather dislikes her, than otherwise … But she has an excellent opinion of her personal attractions, sinks her age a good six years, avers that when I was born she was only eighteen.’ His mother’s tendresse for the man who had seduced him was particularly galling for Byron since she kept pleading with him for the reconciliation that Lord Grey still desired. Intolerable too was the vituperation she unleashed on him whenever she was crossed; accusing him of behaving as badly as his father had, she prophesied that he would turn into ‘a true Byrrone’ – the ultimate among her insults. ‘Am I to call this woman mother?’ he protested to Augusta.

But the picture of unremitting animosity is not a true one. Even Byron admitted that there were calms between the storms. In good moods she would respond to Byron’s teasing nickname ‘Kitty Gordon’; at the time of the Southwell theatricals he was observed throwing open the drawing-room door and declaiming, ‘Enter the Honourable Kitty’, as the stately figure of his mother walked through. His Harrow friend William Harness remembered her specially bound collection of all the reviews of Byron’s early poems with her own careful annotations in the margin: comments which struck Harness as very well-informed. From his vantage point across the Green, John Pigot was aware of their mutual dependence, despite the altercations: their concern for one another was reflected in the local story of both paying secret visits to the apothecary to make sure he was not supplying poison to the other.

Byron’s worst diatribes against his mother occur in his letters to Augusta, whose sympathetic ear had the effect of encouraging him to ever-greater feats of vitriol. With accelerating glee he lays into ‘the Dowager’, his ‘domestic Tyrant Mrs Byron’. He refers to her as ‘this female Tisiphone’, one of the furies; his ‘tormentor’ with the ‘diabolical disposition’. It is as if his pen has run away with him. Byron has become entrapped in a manner of expression, a habit of hostility, that bears no relation to the accurate or just. The depiction is as much fictional as realistic. Byron’s real-life demons get subsumed into his narratives. Perhaps we should regard ‘Mrs Byron furiosa’ as one of Byron’s greatest tragi-comic characters.

The clearest impression of Byron at this period is given by a series of twelve watercolour drawings, now in the University of Texas. These are Elizabeth Pigot’s faux-naive story-book illustrations to her verse narrative ‘The Wonderful History of Lord Byron & His Dog’. Byron’s favourite dog Boatswain is central to the action, and the story has the motto ‘Every Dog has his day’. A credible, endearing, curly-haired Lord Byron, mid-stage between boyhood and adulthood, emerges from her watchful and discriminating scrutiny. He wears top hat, ruffled shirt, pointed shoes, bright yellow trousers: the embryonic dandy. Byron is still plump, but evidently slimming. One of the drawings shows him sitting in a sweat-inducing warm bath, as directed by his local doctor, Benjamin Hutchinson, probably because Byron’s weight was putting too much strain on his deformed leg.

Byron sent a fuller explanation of the regime in a letter to John Hanson:

‘I wear seven Waistcoats, & a great Coat, run & play at Cricket in this Dress, till quite exhausted by excessive perspiration, use the hot Bath daily.’

He was allowed to eat meat only once a day, drink no ‘malt Liquor’ and very little wine. In three arduous months of violent exercise and fasting, he had lost eighteen pounds and, he assured Hanson, his clothes had had to be taken in ‘by nearly half a yard’. A side effect was that Byron’s figure became suddenly lissom, his face more beautiful and pallid. He kept up a more or less obsessive dependence on dieting and purgatives all through the years of his celebrity.

[image: Image Missing]

He went into the house & sat down to writing, 
And when he had done, Found Bosen was fighting’ 
A page from The Wonderful History of Lord Byron and His Dog, the affectionate verse narrative written and illustrated by Byron’s Southwell neighbour Elizabeth Pigot in 1807 when Byron was nineteen

His attitude to Southwell became that of distant fondness. He was later to recommend it to Robert Charles Dallas, a family connection, as ‘a large village, or small town’ where his family ‘would have the advantage of very genteel society, without the hazard of being annoyed by mercantile affluence’. In this haven, he told Dallas, ‘you would meet with men of information and independence’. He had Southwell friends ‘to whom I should be proud to introduce you’. But since Dallas was a prim and proselytising member of the Church of England there was probably a twist of irony in the suggestion. Byron himself occasionally felt a yearning for the life of the bookish country parson. Not for long. From his early days in the pretty town of minster bells and pleasant gardens, ‘pigs, poultry, pork, pease, and potatoes’, he had realised that Southwell was far too small a stage.
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Cambridge

1805–1807

Byron was admitted to Trinity College, Cambridge, on 1 July 1805 and took up residence on 24 October that year. He spent very little time in the town on ‘that oozy Helicon’: one term in autumn 1805; a few months from April to July 1806; another period of residence, with interruptions, from June to the end of December 1807. But Cambridge had an importance in his life far greater than the period he spent there. He arrived at seventeen, still gauche and immature, and in the candid view of his friend Hobhouse, without ‘any reputation for superior attainments or extraordinary talents’. He left, at almost twenty, a poet of growing reputation, slimmed down and striking in appearance, with a circle of friends who remained (with one sad deletion) close to him for life. At Cambridge he began to measure himself against his contemporaries and felt, on the whole, that he could beat the competition. Here emerged the first signs of the iconic figure he became.

He went up to Cambridge with his usual misgivings about facing a new place. He had originally had his mind on Oxford, where several of his Harrow friends had gone. But there were no rooms vacant at Christ Church and his guardians, John Hanson and the Earl of Carlisle, had insisted upon Cambridge. He resented the enforced transition into adulthood, remembering how ‘it was one of the deadliest and heaviest feelings of my life to feel that I was no longer a boy’.

But at least he was freed from Southwell and his mother, and he roused himself to make an ostentatious entry to Trinity. He told Hanson, ‘Yesterday my appearance in the Hall in my State Robes was Superb, but uncomfortable to my Diffidence.’ In his swirling dark green gown with encrusted gold embroidery Byron, the sole nobleman admitted in that term, stood out in his magnificence amongst the pensioners and sizars, financially dependent students, who made up the body of the college at that time.

Byron had been allotted ‘Superexcellent Rooms’, as he wrote excitedly to his half-sister Augusta. Their only disadvantage was that they adjoined the rooms of his tutor, the Reverend Thomas Jones, while on the other side was an old Fellow of the College, a possible dampener on his activities. The precise location of Byron’s rooms has been a matter of dispute, but the most likely site is no. 1 I staircase on the north side of Nevile’s Court. He bought furniture and planned to have the rooms papered and painted during the Christmas vacation 1805. When Byron’s rooms, in his absence, were occupied by his friend Charles Skinner Matthews, their tutor Jones warned Matthews ‘not to damage any of the moveables, for Lord Byron, Sir, is a young man of tumultuous passions’. Byron already had a sense of the value of belongings – of furnishings and decor, jewellery and clothes – in expressing personality.

Byron’s Cambridge allowance of £500 a year, paid direct to him by Hanson, plus the upkeep of his servant and his horse, launched him on his career of conspicuous consumption. He told Augusta that he felt ‘as independent as a German Prince who coins his own Cash, or a Cherokee Chief who coins no Cash at all, but enjoys what is more precious, Liberty’. He asked Hanson to send him down from London four dozen bottles of wine and a dozen bottles of port, sherry, claret and madeira, as well as a saddle for Oateater, his horse. The financial records show the exact extent of his expenditure at Trinity during that first term: for example, £75 for a joiner, £2 for a locksmith, £10 to the chandler, another £4 for coals and £20 17s 6d for Byron’s perennial extravagance of books.

Included in his bill was 2 guineas due to the Head Lecturer. But did Byron attend any lectures? There was no pressure upon him to pursue formal studies since nobles were exempt from university examinations, and as Byron soon discovered the prevailing mood of Trinity was laziness and levity. He reported to Hanson: ‘Study is the last pursuit of the Society; the Master eats, drinks and Sleeps, the Fellows drink, dispute and pun, the employments of the under Graduates you will probably conjecture without my description.’ Byron was drawn into the licentious routine, part of a group of well-bred, lively, rich and philistine young men. The table in his rooms was awash with invitations. He dined and supped out riotously, his head ‘confused with dissipation’ the next day.

In his first term at Cambridge, relying on the familiar, Byron’s friendship with Edward Long had deepened. At Harrow it was Long who had been the smooth one, ‘sedate and polished’ in contrast to Byron’s gauche ferocity. At Cambridge, Byron’s manners softened and Long’s toughened, and they discovered a new compatibility, passing idyllic hours together swimming in the River Cam, diving for plates, eggs and coins cast into the bottom of the deep water at the weir above Grantchester. Long was musical and Byron, whose responsiveness to music has been greatly underestimated, listened while he played the flute and cello in the evenings. With Long, he drank soda water rather than madeira. The books they read together included Thomas Moore’s new volume Epistles, Odes, and other Poems. They shared a strong nostalgia for Harrow and Byron, with his sensitive antennae, detected an underlying melancholy in Long’s nature, and a suicidal tendency, answering his own. The apparently unblemished companionship with Long coloured Byron’s later reveries of Cambridge, where he spent ‘the happiest, perhaps, days of my life’.

Cambridge was also the place of much darker recollections, memories of his tantalising homosexual love for the choirboy John Edleston, with its mingled feelings of guilt and ecstasy. At Cambridge Byron discovered an already thriving subculture of sodomy, with its own rituals and codes, into which he was indoctrinated by William Bankes, later defined by Byron as ‘his collegiate pastor, and master’, the ‘father of all mischiefs’, the young man who ‘ruled the roost or rather the roasting’ of Byron’s Cambridge years.

Bankes was two years Byron’s senior, and in many ways the opposite of Long: loquacious, touchy, highly intelligent and arrogant, brought up in the great English house of Kingston Lacy owned by his ultra-Tory father Henry Bankes, a long-serving MP who played an important role in directing government expenditure on the Napoleonic wars. Later a famous traveller and collector, William Bankes was to join the long line of English homosexual exiles. Already, at Cambridge, his taste for the esoteric was developed. He had fitted up some of his college rooms as a quasi-Catholic chapel, importing Cambridge choristers to serenade him. One observer reported: ‘It was constantly asked “What the devil does Mr Bankes do with those singing boys?”’ Byron’s account of his meeting with the chorister, John Edleston, dwells upon the sound of him: ‘his voice first attracted my notice, his countenance fixed it, & his manners attached me to him forever.’ It has always been assumed that Byron heard him in the Chapel. But it is just as possible that their first encounter took place in the curiously furnished rooms of Bankes, the friend and mentor in whom Byron had ‘implicit confidence’ and in whom he ‘used to confide all his iniquities’.

In meeting Edleston, the gentle, almost girlish fifteen-year-old chorister with his fair complexion, dark eyes and light brown hair, Byron reclaimed the idealism lost in the mindless drinking and whoring of his early Cambridge weeks. ‘I took my gradations in the vices – with great promptitude,’ he remembered with a shudder, ‘but they were not to my taste – for my early passions though violent in the extreme – were concentrated – and hated division or spreading abroad.’ In Edleston he found an emotional focus, though not without misgivings on the chorister’s behalf for, as he explained the dilemma retrospectively, ‘this very disgust and my heart thrown back upon itself – threw me into excesses perhaps more fatal than those from which I shrunk – as fixing upon one (at a time) the passions which spread amongst many would have hurt only myself.’

The obsession brought out Byron’s deepest instincts for patronage and rescue, his sympathy for others in the orphan state. John Edleston was himself an orphan, parentless since the age of ten. Born in London, he had spent his boyhood in Cambridge, where his father appears to have been some kind of tradesman. Byron’s love for Edleston, compared with his feelings for the younger boys at Harrow, had an extra dimension of class difference, the sexual frisson of de haut en bas. In this context John Edleston may well have had a predecessor. The existence of an earlier object of unequal adoration, probably a country boy, possibly a Newstead peasant who died young, is suggested by two earlier poems replete with an erotic condescension.

Byron loved mystification as much as he loved candour, and no doubt the element of enforced secrecy in his relations with Edleston increased his ardour.


‘Ours too the glance none saw beside;

The smile none else might understand;

The whisper’d thought of hearts allied,

The pressure of the thrilling hand.’



Their clandestine love united them against the world. It was a sentimental relationship of a kind enjoyed by many young men of his age and time; its excitements were related by Byron in confidential letters to Elizabeth Pigot back at Southwell. He and his ‘musical protégé’ met every day, swimming, reading, singing, walking along the Backs, never tiring of one another’s company. The lambent scenery of Cambridge, grey stone buildings, river shimmer, enhanced the forbidden intimacy. The tenderness between them is evoked in Byron’s poem ‘The Cornelian’, describing the tentative gift of a gold ring mounted with a gleaming pale pink stone in the shape of a heart: ‘He offered it with downcast look’. The boy too could do an underlook. The ring, a parting present at the end of Byron’s first Cambridge term, is now in the collection at John Murray. It is poignantly small.
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‘Immaculately written, freshly researched, moving and only moderately filthy’
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