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PROLOGUE


The Silver Dancer


Late on a Saturday afternoon in the winter of 1833, a young woman with an eager, long-nosed face and dark, observing eyes walked into the drawing room of Charles Babbage’s house in Dorset Street in London, dressed in a bright-red dress. She was accompanied by an angular, sad-looking woman dressed unbecomingly all in black.


Ada Augusta Byron, who was 18 years old and brilliantly clever, and her mother, Annabella, Lady Byron, were not alone; a crowd of visitors had also come to see the strange figure standing in a dancer’s pose on a pedestal in the centre of the room. The dancer was shining dully in the candlelight, as though she were made of pieces of moonlight stitched together; in fact she was made of metal.


Ada elbowed her way to the front, anxious to have a good view of Charles Babbage’s latest invention, the ‘Silver Dancer’. For a while the dancer stood with her head lowered, then she raised her face and turned precisely upon one leg, the other one rising up behind her in a graceful pirouette. Her breast heaved gently as she lifted her silk petticoat. Her lovely face turned slowly towards her audience, her eyes fixed on them in a blank, unsmiling stare. On her outstretched hand rested a tiny bird whose wings flapped delicately, its bewildered head turning from side to side.


The metallic tick-tocking of the dancer’s clockwork mechanism was drowned out by the excited ‘oohs’ and ‘aahs’ of the crowd. Someone whispered, ‘She’s exactly like life.’ And, for a moment, it was possible to believe that the Silver Dancer was indeed real. Then, just as suddenly as she had sprung into action, she stopped moving, her leg suspended in mid-air, her eyes blindly turned towards the wall, the wings of her bird arrested in mid-flutter.


With a flourish, Charles Babbage appeared from behind the pedestal and produced a large key, which he turned theatrically two or three times in the dancer’s back. Her springs once again coiled for action, she cranked slowly back into life and began her never-ending cycle of pirouettes.


Ada was fascinated. She wanted to work out how the Silver Dancer moved. She was not impressed by the beauty of the dancer’s face or the elegance of her pirouettes. She thought of beauty as the sleek precision with which the cogs and springs moved inside the dancer’s sculpted frame.


As the other visitors began to wander away, Ada stayed there in front of the pedestal, transfixed – quite unaware that she herself was now under observation by an elderly dowager standing with another woman at the edge of the room.


‘My dear, you see that girl in the red dress standing by the Silver Dancer?’ the dowager hissed excitedly to her companion. ‘You must know who she is. She’s the daughter of Lord Byron!’





CHAPTER ONE


Lord Byron’s Wicked Ways


Ada Augusta Byron was born on the 10th December 1815. She never knew her father – the ‘mad, bad, and dangerous to know’ Lord Byron – because her parents separated when she was only a year old. They had been a very odd couple.


Lord Byron, with his long, dark curls, his fingers covered with rings, and his fierce energy was desperately attractive, despite having been born with a club foot that made him limp. Mothers covered their daughters’ eyes when they saw him approaching for they feared that a single glance at Byron was all that was needed to fall hopelessly in love with him. He was rumoured to have had lots of lovers.


He was a superb athlete, a great boxer and fencer, and he was famous for having dared to swim across the Hellespont (a five-mile stretch of choppy water that connects the Aegean Sea with the Sea of Marmara which is now called the Dardanelles). He was also England’s most famous Romantic poet; people queued to buy his latest books, which were all bestsellers.


Annabella, Lady Byron, in contrast, was extremely well-behaved. In fact her enemies (and she had a few) said she was prim and self-satisfied; her husband, before they were married, nicknamed her the ‘Princess of Parallelograms’ because she was so infuriatingly logical. To begin with, he admired her stern, unbending principles and her insistence on facts over fantasy. He even thought she might be a good influence on him. But he soon got tired of his wife’s reproving sermons – he had no intention of giving up his wicked ways.


Lord and Lady Byron parted on bad terms: Lady Byron swept up Ada, who was still a baby, and travelled to Kirkby Mallory in Leicestershire to live with her parents. Soon afterwards, Lord Byron sailed for the Continent, taking his beloved dog, a Newfoundland called Boatswain, with him as a companion. But the Byrons did not lose touch completely – they wrote letters to each other about Ada and how she should be educated.


At that time, girls like Ada with rich, aristocratic parents were usually taught at home, and were not expected to learn very much except drawing, dancing and playing the piano. But Ada’s mother wanted her daughter to be as unlike her father as it was possible to be, and she surrounded her with governesses and tutors who ensured that her life was strictly regimented from the moment she woke up until it was time for bed. Not a day went by in which Ada did not learn something. The only subject about which she was taught nothing at all was poetry, because her mother, after her experience with Lord Byron, thought that too much poetry was bad for the character.





CHAPTER TWO


The Grand Tour


In 1824, when Ada was eight years old, Lord Byron fell ill with a fever while fighting in the war in Greece. He had joined up with the rebels against the Turkish empire, which then ruled Greece and much of the Middle East. When he died at Missolonghi in July, aged just 36, the entire nation was plunged into mourning for its favourite badly behaved poet.


Lord Byron’s body was brought back to England in an ivory casket. It was then taken from London to Nottinghamshire in an elaborate funeral procession so that he could be buried in the Byron family’s vault in the churchyard at Hucknall Torkard. All along the way, in every village, church bells tolled and local people gathered at the roadside, taking off their hats and bowing their heads in respect as the 47 carriages with their teams of black-plumed horses swept by, Byron’s beloved dogs limping along sadly beside them (Boatswain had died years earlier).


At Kirkby Mallory, on the day of the funeral, all the windows were open in the summer heat; the only sound was the buzzing of bees and the occasional swish of the maids’ long skirts as they scurried between rooms carrying chicken broth and cold compresses. Upstairs, Lady Byron had shut herself in her bedroom, from which came the sound of loud weeping. In the drawing room a large portrait of Lord Byron was veiled by a green-velvet curtain. It had been covered over ever since Ada was a baby, and so she had never seen the handsome face of her father, dressed for having his picture painted in Albanian costume, his head swathed in an exotic turban.
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