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Author’s Note


On Spellings and Dates


Original spellings have been retained in contemporary source material and mistakes and inconsistencies marked by [sic], unless otherwise stated. In 1752 Britain transitioned from the Julian to the Gregorian Calendar, leading to a ‘loss’ of eleven days. I have not adjusted for this, leaving all dates as they were written in contemporary sources.


On Newstead Abbey and Source Material


The structural exterior of the building that now stands is relatively similar to that the young poet first saw and toured in 1798, apart from the lack of the stone staircase entrance, which was demolished in the nineteenth century. The interior, however, was significantly altered during the residence of the poet’s successors. As well as drawing from contemporary inventories, visitor descriptions and sale catalogues, my reconstructions for the tour in the Introduction owe a great debt to the work of Rosalys Coope and Pete Smith.


While some imaginative colour is necessarily given to the Introduction – largely, in the exact order in which the rooms were toured – the rest of the narrative is drawn from historical source material. A thought is not attributed to a protagonist unless that thought was expressed in their own letters, memoirs or similar; the weather is not described unless specified in their own accounts or those of local newspapers. Matters of both space and ease of reading do not allow for a note unless a direct quotation is used, but further details of sources consulted can be found in the Notes and Bibliography.
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My Lords, this is my melancholy Story …


William, The ‘Wicked Lord’ Byron


Which ever way we looked, a scene of horror presented itself; on one side, the wreck … on the other, the land … desolate and barren …


Admiral ‘Foul-Weather Jack’ Byron


While thus my stealing Hours did sweetly run


Foul Calumny aproach’d in Friendship’s guise


I nurs’d the Traitor till I was undone


At once was wretched and at once was wise …


Isabella, Lady Carlisle
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Passed whole woods of withered pines – all withered – trunks stripped & barkless – branches lifeless – done by a single winter – their appearance reminded me of me & my family.


Lord Byron, the poet




How to use this eBook


Look out for linked text (which is in blue) throughout the ebook that you can select to help you navigate between notes and main text.


You can double tap images to increase their size. To return to the original view, just tap the cross in the top left-hand corner of the screen




Introduction: The Shattered Window


Newstead! what saddening change of scene is thine!


Thy yawning arch betokens slow decay!


The last and youngest of a noble line


Now holds thy mouldering turrets in his sway.


Elegy on Newstead Abbey


Late Summer, 1798


Joe Murray is a bearish but sentimental steward in his early sixties with a tendency to start bellowing bawdy songs when he has had a drink. He has been a fixture of the Byron estate for over forty years, and shows little sign of slowing (though nowadays he does, admittedly, bulge slightly around the middle). As a young man he worked aboard the late lord’s private fleet of replica warships, keeping them ‘seaworthy’ – though of course they never left the lake – and occasionally dodging live cannon shot for the entertainment of well-to-do visitors. When he was eventually brought in to the household, he jovially held court in the servants’ hall and earned as much popularity below stairs as above – even if his hunting ditties were not always appreciated by those possessed of more delicate ears.


He has seen the halls filled with antique masterpieces and scientific curiosities, and the grounds teeming with visitors dressed in royal livery. He has watched his lordship’s family grow – poor little Caroline was newly born when he took the position – and fall slowly, tragically apart. He has enjoyed the comforts of serving a noble house, finding pleasant employment in managing the household, dashing off correspondence on behalf of his ‘dear late Lord’, and indulging in his pipe and a glass of port by the fire.1 Those days now seem a cacophony of noise: chattering chambermaids, the bells sending them scurrying; the Molyneux children back to gawp at the boats; that howling wolf pup. His own dear wife, Anne, joined him at the Abbey in her final years, as their children and grandchildren embarked on their own paths. A melancholy peace has settled now he is the only one left.


The last twenty years have seen the Abbey stripped of its treasures and the crowds of his lordship’s laughing guests reduced to frowning lawyers and the occasional fawning niece or nephew. Even the family line itself has dwindled and died, thanks to the ravages of fever and the fatal precision of a cannon fired in distant Calvi.


Day after day his lordship dined alone, clinging desperately to the memory of past magnificence. Joe! he called. Joe, put the claret on the table! But the old man always left the bottle untouched. This last spring he had rasped out his final hours as the lonely estate hummed with the plaintive song of crickets. (The villagers, so easily swept up in tales about the old recluse at the Abbey, whispered that he had cultivated a swarm inside the house and allowed them to ‘race’ over his body, in some twisted remembrance of his old sporting glories.) He had died in his bed, after a long struggle, in the middle of the night. (When he took his final breath, the gossips declared, the crumbling ruin momentarily trembled to life as hundreds – thousands? – of mournful insects abandoned its halls forever.)


Joe takes up his pipe and wonders what the day will bring. He continues to take great pride in both his own appearance and that of his ‘poor Old Newstead’, and has patched each up as best he can in some small defiance of the unforgiving ravages of time.2 He sweeps through the house until satisfied that everything is in order, breaking the stillness with the dull sound of footsteps on stone. Past empty walls and through corridors hanging with damp. In places the roof hasn’t survived and rainwater weeps down grimy bedchamber walls, but he has done his best. He checks the neatness of his pale grey hair – those bushy eyebrows to match – and straightens his waistcoat and jacket. The only living remnant of a once bustling household, he is preparing to welcome the new little lord for the first time.


A coach rattles into the courtyard, winds around a curious-looking fountain and comes to a stop before a sweeping stone staircase. The journey from Aberdeen to Nottinghamshire has taken days and the three travellers stretch their limbs as they step out to survey the building looming over them.


The marriage of styles is – unusual. A pale stone mansion clings to the mouldering ruin of a priory, forcing ancient arches into an awkward alliance with its more modern, stately elegance. Tall windows stretch up the front of the house and glint as they catch the late summer sun, but it is the ruined facade of the original priory wall, to the left, that draws the eye. Of its three old Gothic arches, that on the left has been bricked over, that on the right filled in with a rudely rectangular window and the one in the centre – its glittering stained glass long since destroyed – stares blindly onto an overgrown lawn, and the gawping visitors. Weeds creep along the stone and dangle listlessly into the empty space. If the newcomers squint they might see, high up in a niche, the Virgin Mary and Child gazing serenely out to the west – over a rippling expanse of clear lake, a pair of miniature forts defending their banks against a forgotten enemy and a miniature castle perched on a distant hill.


The weariness of the party is forgotten in the excitement of seeing the estate at last. Catherine, a harried widow of thirty-three, is finally reaping some reward for her emotionally draining and financially disastrous marriage. Once a hopeful and bookish Scottish heiress, she had been seduced amid the soft candlelight of a Bath ballroom and left heartbroken when her husband had departed for – and promptly died in – revolutionary France. (The experience has embittered her both against her husband’s family and against ‘love, desperate love, the worst of maladies in my opinion’.)3 She has since raised their only son in her own country and in increasingly pinched circumstances. The prospect of her precious George being lord of all this is an immense relief. At her side the nursemaid May Gray stares in wonder at this picturesque retreat, so far removed from anything she has known in the noisy, grubby throng of Aberdeen.


And finally the boy himself, with curly brown hair and bitten-down nails – a bad habit his mother hates – already feeling the exhilarating weight of an inheritance that was never meant to fall to him. At just ten years old he has taken up the title and estates of his grandfather’s elder brother, a distant and entirely disinterested relative he never knew. At first he was overwhelmed – bursting into tears when his name was called out in school with its new prefix, Dominus – but he seems to have settled into the idea. Until now immersed in the Highlands heritage of his mother and a virtual stranger to his paternal family, today George Gordon Byron is introduced for the first time to what he will call ‘the melancholy mansion of my fathers’: Newstead Abbey.4


As the coachman settles the horses they are met by Catherine’s solicitor, John Hanson, a businesslike but welcoming man with beetling eyebrows and a shock of white in his sideburns. He has travelled up from London with his wife to help manage the Byron affairs (they are, he will later tactfully note, ‘in confusion’), and is pleased to put faces to the names of clients who have kept him occupied in recent months.5 Both mother and son are inclined to plumpness and speak with a Scottish drawl. They appear fond of each other. Perhaps buoyed by the new company or making up for the boredom of his long journey, George speaks with a confident swagger that persuades Hanson he is ‘a fine sharp Boy’, if a little spoiled.6 When asked what he misses most about Scotland, George pipes up that his only regrets are being obliged to leave the wild Highland scenery and a little girl named Mary.


The prospect of uncovering Newstead’s murky past – which far precedes the arrival of his ancestors – presents an exciting adventure for a boy already fascinated by the parade of history. Its origins are bathed in violence. The priory itself was established in the eleventh century by Henry II, as part of his atonement for the murder of the archbishop Thomas Becket. During the sixteenth century the dissolution of the monasteries saw its treasures cast into the pond by monks hoping to save them from the marauding king’s men; during the civil wars of the seventeenth century it was reportedly ransacked by the Parliamentarian troops who mobilised against the king and his supporters. And, since then? It is clear that George is eager to explore, and Hanson obliges by guiding them up the stone stairs – which the boy negotiates with a pronounced limp – and through a heavy door. The tour begins, and Newstead’s ghosts begin to gather around them.


They step first into the Grand Hall, a spacious medieval chamber used by the monks as a dining room. Light streams in through the tall windows overlooking the courtyard on their left. Adorning the upper panes is the Byron family crest – a shield set beneath a mirror-gazing mermaid and flanked by two chestnut horses. (The iconography is fitting for a family with proud nautical associations and a less commendable passion for horse racing; the motto Crede Byron – ‘Trust in Byron’ – has perhaps lost some integrity in recent years.) A vaulted ceiling arches over them, the exposed wooden beams supporting four long chains and four corresponding old lamps collecting dust. Apart from the smell of the hay – which has been stuffed in bundles up against the walls and scattered itself out across the floor – there is little else to take in. They do not miss the exquisite statues that once filled the niches in the walls, the sombre hunting trophies or the grand old paintings of roaring lions and American eagles, all long since lost.


Having crossed the hall – perhaps peering out at the lake on the way – they enter a small drawing room papered in dull green, where the only real point of interest is an intricate wooden carving above the fireplace. The colours are peeling, but it is easy to make out the prominent Byron heraldry surrounded by curious figures, some pale and some dark-skinned, men bearing spears and women in richly embroidered caps.


Descending a few steps, the group poke their heads into a second, high-ceilinged drawing room in faded red, before returning to the Grand Hall and the galleries running from it. The faint shuffling of hooves can be heard somewhere below, but Hanson is already striding ahead.


Before them lies a warren of small rooms in various states of dilapidation, but carrying some lingering fragments of their previous inhabitants. A spiral staircase leads up to a chamber, once part of the old prior’s lodgings, boasting little furnishing apart from a chimneypiece fashioned from the tombstone of an unwitting fourteenth-century resident. With the names of the dead literally inscribed on the bones of the building, it is unsurprising that this wing seems to bristle with something otherworldly. George thrills in it. (In the years to come, ‘Old Joe’ Murray’s tales of the sinister robed monk haunting these rooms will delight the young lord, who is perhaps already earmarking this as his own bedchamber.)


The elevated view from here affords a better perspective over the Upper Lake, with its abandoned battlements and forts settled into a lazy slumber. Where crows once scattered in alarm at the blasts of cannons and delighted applause, their descendants caw at one another in peace. Weeds stretch out in murky waters where only a generation ago a doomed young man had laughingly received toasts to his future, surrounded by family and friends.


Carefully winding back down to the first floor, the party ambles around what was once the most admired stretch of the house – four long galleries, snaking around the cloister quadrangle at the heart of the building. Two hundred years ago they had echoed with the benevolent ramblings of George’s ancestor Margaret as she descended into insanity, and the despair of her devoted husband John. (This couple, George’s five times great-grandparents, had reportedly died on the same day – as if, a neighbour wrote, ‘some strange sympathy in love or nature, tied up their lives in one’.)7 More recently, the galleries were filled with books, Renaissance masterpieces and tempestuous Dutch seascapes, inspiring a generation of siblings to seek out adventures of their own. Now, the library is gone and the bareness of the walls merely highlights an accumulation of dirt and dust. A glance at the quadrangle outside offers nothing but a dried-up pool and weeds marking their dominion across the courtyard and up the cloister walls.


The next suite of rooms – formerly the bedchambers and dressing rooms running along the cloisters – fell from use many years ago and are unlikely to impress. Perhaps it is here that the boy could, if he searched, find the names and birthdays of his grandfather’s generation – Isabella, William, John, Richard, Charles – where they had been painstakingly etched onto a windowpane with a diamond seven decades ago. One bedchamber, at least, clings to the vestiges of its former loveliness: the ceiling is dominated by an oval painting of a cloudy sky bordered with coats of arms commemorating the first two marriages of George’s great-grandfather William, 4th Lord Byron. (William evidently did not anticipate any further romantic entanglement as his third spouse Frances – George’s own great-grandmother – was not afforded any space.) The cheerful cherubs and preening mermaids give no hint of his two young brides’ unhappy fates. The other rooms are uninhabitable, with parts of the roof so decayed that the afternoon sun glares down on the damp, rotting wallpaper.


When they reach the largest room in the house – the Great Dining Hall, now ‘deserted and forlorn’ – George and his mother gaze around at its promise of grandeur.8 On one side of this long, panelled chamber sits a splendid black and white marble chimneypiece; on the other, a row of tall sash windows overlooks the south gardens. Grotesque faces grin from buttresses stretching down either side of the wall. Above them hangs a laced plasterwork ceiling old enough to have witnessed the family’s grief when, a century and a half earlier, a band of seven Byron brothers went to war for their king and only one returned. In happier times, the flickering fire gave a warm glow to the faces of dancing servants, of gentlemen making toasts and of George’s own grandfather John as a curious, wriggling infant.


Continuing the tour, the party comes abruptly to the bedchamber of the late owner: William, 5th Lord Byron. It’s not exactly what one might expect for the private quarters of an English aristocrat – his handsome chintz fabrics and mahogany furniture long since sold – but one item on the wall is bound to catch the eye of a ten-year-old boy. There, as if in pride of place, hangs a dull but ominous sword with a knotted hilt. Is this the weapon his predecessor had plunged into the belly of a childhood friend, forever cleaving the Byron name with whispers of murder? George concludes so.


They wander through the rest of the south-east wing – breakfast parlour, study, drawing room – but it is the view out to the east that captures the eye: a sculpted rectangular pond, a swathe of parkland cloaked in bilberries and a dark wooded grove where (superstitious locals whisper) the old lord’s devils lurk. The landscape is otherwise oddly barren of trees but not entirely devoid of feature – ramshackle fencing winds through miles of farmland, stretching out to several small villages, a quarry and an old mill.


Out of sight, his new tenants press on with their daily routines: preparing for the harvest season, struggling with the day’s washing, enjoying a pot of ale in the Red Lion or writing the next Sunday sermon. The extent of the inheritance is irresistible to Catherine – who had been a woman of fortune before she laid eyes on Jack Byron – and perhaps barely fathomable to a young boy raised in a modest apartment. Until war had claimed the life of a distant cousin four years ago, he had been set to inherit nothing but his father’s debts. Catherine had learned of their sudden change in fortunes through hearsay, her husband’s family apparently not feeling obliged to honour her with a letter. It is still sinking in.


The stone passages, servants’ quarters and storage rooms in the damp, lower levels of the house are all that remain to be explored. A whitewashed cloister walk stretches beneath the picture galleries, leading to an atmospheric medieval chapterhouse that served generations of Byrons as a private chapel. Any sense of reverence is quickly dispelled by the gentle lowing of cattle and a distinctly rural stench drifting over from the west side of the building. Hanson explains that the hall undercroft is used to house some of the Newstead herd. On the walls of the large but cheerless kitchen some former employee has daubed the warning WASTE NOT – WANT NOT in large letters, and the apartments around it are, in the words of one later visitor, ‘reduced to a heap of rubbish’.9


A turn around Newstead is a journey in itself – in later years, during his residence here, George will joke that it is half a mile from his writing desk to his bedchamber. The Abbey hasn’t been subjected to such scrutiny since the Great Sale, when flocks of eager collectors and nosy neighbours toured the house, clutching their auction catalogues, and picked off its valuables like crows. It was the nail in the coffin for Newstead – since then most visitors have merely grieved at the sight of such a place crumbling into dust.


But Hanson is surprised to discover that his clients are far from put off by its rude appearance. In fact, he is hard pressed to dissuade the mother and son from moving themselves in immediately – they are enchanted.


The party stay on at the Abbey for the next three weeks to assess the extent of disrepair and discuss how to handle the financial challenges it presents. Despite her solicitor’s tactful pessimism, Catherine’s eagerness to begin restorations is undimmed. She consults her stepdaughter Augusta Byron – George’s elder half-sister – and insists that ‘whatever money [is] judg’d necessary should be laid out upon it’.10 Hanson, who has been hoping to wrap up the business as expediently as possible, politely masks his disappointment.


A dismayed George is packed off to stay with a pair of old women in nearby Nottingham, one of whom is his great-aunt Frances, who boasts the tenuous family connection of being the old lord’s brother’s wife. (For her kindness this elderly Mrs Byron, one of the few members of the family to give Catherine the time of day, will soon be immortalised in one of George’s very first poems as ‘As curst an old lady as ever was seen’.)11 Until he turns twenty-one, the Abbey will be let to a tenant.


Though she has often regaled George with stories of the ‘cut-throat ancestors’ on his Scottish side, Catherine struggles to discuss his father’s family without descending into insults – only at displays of insolence and ungratefulness does she acknowledge his inheritance as ‘a true Byrrone’ (‘which’, he comments archly to his half-sister, ‘is the worst epithet she can invent’).12 Before they came to England news of the family had trickled in from his reticent aunt Mrs Leigh, in letters bordered with black in mourning for her parents, her siblings, her aunts and uncles. Suddenly thrust into acquaintance with his father’s three surviving sisters, a clique of velvet-clad cousins, and the affable Old Joe Murray – later described as ‘a walking & living Legend of Newstead’ – George begins to discover just how Byronic he truly is.13


The man George will grow to be is known to history for many things: his love affairs, his taste for the flamboyant, his lust for adventure and – above all – his poetry. But by the time he takes that first tour of Newstead his family name is already steeped in tragedy, romance and adventure. Since falling into Byron hands in 1540, the Abbey has played host to the boisterous theatrical troupe of its first owner, the ‘Great Beard’ of its second and the broken heart of its third. It saw the family elevated to the peerage in reward for their services on the battlefield and (if diarist Samuel Pepys is to be believed) those of ‘that whore my Lady Byron’ in Charles II’s bedroom.14 It saw successive generations ignore warnings that debts were eating into their estates ‘like a moth in your garment’, and one lord was even tricked by his own children into signing away control of the estates while inebriated.15 The Byron men had already acquired a reputation for military stamina and sexual prowess. In 1677 George’s twice times great-grandfather had been flattered in verse with the question, ‘Is’t not enough the Byrons all excell, As much in loving, as in fighting well?’ – a century later his grandfather was cheekily celebrated in gossip columns for proving ‘abilities in the field of Venus, as well as he had done in that of Mars’.16 Others forged their reputations with their pens rather than their swords, like his ‘evermore scribbling’ great-aunt, whose greatest delight was seeking beauty and true love.17


The romance of both his ancestry and the Abbey itself bleed into George’s early writing on love, death and liberty. Surviving family members are immortalised in his earliest verse – the ridiculous great-aunt, the dark-eyed cousin who ‘looked as if she had been made out of a rainbow’ – and their shared heritage is revived and embellished in long elegies.18 During the years of his intermittent residence at the Abbey, between 1808 and 1814, he embraces its aesthetic of untamed decay.


‘What you say is all very true, come what may!’ he writes to his mother shortly after his arrival there, ‘Newstead and I stand or fall together. I have now lived on the spot, I have fixed my heart upon it, and no pressure, present or future, shall induce me to barter the last vestige of our inheritance’.19


During George’s own residence, the once elegant Great Dining Hall hosts uproarious young men playing shuttlecock or dashing about in a stupor dressed as monks. In the Grand Hall, where imposing portraits of his ancestors William, 4th Lord Byron and John, 2nd Viscount Chaworth once stood guardian, a lumbering wolf-dog and a tame bear pad around listlessly. When a gardener unearths the skull of a long-dead friar it is set in silver and used as a drinking vessel, prompting the poet to ask himself, ‘And when, alas! our brains are gone, What nobler substitute than wine?’20 To the epithets earned by his illustrious relatives – such as the ‘very great Rogue’, the ‘Columbus-like’ explorer, the ‘Wittiest Widow in England’ – George will add ‘the bard who sang freedom’, ‘human tyger’ and most famously, ‘mad, bad, and dangerous to know’.


With the weight of its past and all its drama, melancholy and contradictions, Newstead could not have acquired a more appropriate lord. For George the Abbey is an inhabitable memento mori, both a testament to what he believes to be humanity’s inevitable decline and a reminder of his own family’s steep fall from grace. The story of that fall, which saw this once lively, beloved family seat ‘swallowed in deep waves of black oblivion’, began two generations earlier with the birth of a child.21




1


The Courtyard



Rebuilding a Dynasty, 1720–36



Amidst the court a Gothic fountain play’d,


Symmetrical, but deck’d with carvings quaint––


Strange faces, like to men in masquerade,


And here perhaps a monster, there a saint …


Don Juan, canto XIII


1722


The baby is brought screaming into a world of fire and festivity. It is Thursday, 5 November – a day of peculiarly English celebration – and preparations for the evening are under way. Some are constructing crude effigies of the devil, the Pope or a long-dead traitor in old-fashioned clothes. At the Tower and on ships idling along the Thames others load their cannons for the salute at noon. From Newquay to Newcastle townsfolk set up their parades: guildsmen unfurl their flags, musical troupes test their instruments, innkeepers check they have enough ale to satisfy the crowds. The face of the country is pocked with piles of wood, old furniture and household debris, ready to be set ablaze when night falls. It is Gunpowder Treason Day – the anniversary of an old Protestant triumph over a failed Catholic plot – and toasts are proclaimed in dank taverns and at the glittering royal court.


Circling a bedchamber at Newstead Abbey, the groans of a young woman in the throes of agony. Her dark hair sticks to her face, her breath comes in gasps. The air in the room is thick with the smell of sweat, blood and the herb concoctions supposed to ease the labour. Servants dash about the house, muttering and carrying out orders. The younger maids summoned to the chamber might be alarmed at the glint of medical instruments, or their mistress’s uncharacteristic loss of poise. Her name is Frances, and she is nineteen years old. As her torture seeps through the house, her husband – a peer of the realm – waits for news. He is fifty-two, and hardly a handsome man: a heavy wig frames his drooping dark eyes and prominent nose, and scratches at the sides of his jowled neck. He has been through this before. Five times, in fact, though only two daughters remain. As darkness descends over England, bonfires flicker into life and devour the lifeless effigies of her enemies, to roars of approval. The booms of something like cannon cut into the sky, illuminating it with cascades of sparkling fire that hover momentarily before fading to smoke. William, 4th Lord Byron, has received word from those attending his wife and looks ahead with new hope for the future of his dynasty. A boy, thank God! A boy.


Gazing back from 1805 is his seventeen-year-old great-grandson George, 6th Lord Byron. Embroiled in a row with his mother, the young man studies a painting of William and interprets his fixed expression as sympathy from beyond the grave. Catherine is ‘pouring forth complaints’, he writes to his half-sister, ‘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’.1


George has by now become swept up in a half-imagined history of the Byron family, pieced together from books, peerage lists, the tales of Old Joe and traces of the past clinging to the Abbey itself. He chooses to brood over the salacious and the heroic, and to skirt over the mundane. The carved overmantel in the green drawing room – surely evidence of valiant deeds undertaken during the Crusades? The heraldry hanging in plaster over empty Newstead halls recalls the fluttering banners that rallied his ancestors at the battles of Crécy and Marston Moor. Perhaps he has already concocted the outlandish tales of inherited instability with which he will terrify his friends. (‘There always was a madness in the family’, he remarks one day to a Harrow classmate, interrupting himself in the middle of a cheerful tune, ‘My father cut his throat.’)2


The ghosts that he first encountered at the Abbey assemble as one remarkable dynasty: this man a hero; this man a villain; and in their shadows, the women upholding the family name. Heirs, warriors, mothers and lovers – all acting out the roles they were born to play. Like those curious figures on the courtyard fountain, they present a parade of monsters and saints, and men in masquerade.
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As the people of England cleared away the debris of their revelries, the child was given his name: William, after his father and grandfathers. Still adjusting to his new world – all movement and noise – he was baptised in the private chapel in the underbelly of Newstead. His mother Frances took a glazier’s diamond to one of the bedroom windows and etched his name alongside that of her daughter:


ISABELLA BYRON BORN NOVEMBER YE 10TH 1721


WILLIAM BYRON BORN NOVEMBER YE 5TH 17223


Relatives, servants and well-wishers cooed over him, offering their gifts and congratulations. He had two sisters: Isabella, not yet one (too small to be bewildered by his sudden arrival), and eleven-year-old Frances, the only surviving child from their father’s previous marriage, who was quite old enough to recognise the superior value of a son and heir.


While his existence brought some stability to his immediate family, baby William was born into uncertain and changing times. The kingdom of Great Britain itself was barely out of the cradle, having been formed following the Acts of Union of the Kingdom of England and the Kingdom of Scotland in 1707. Its new royal family, the Hanoverians – Protestants plucked from German obscurity to succeed the inconveniently Catholic Stuart dynasty – had been far from universally welcomed. During William’s first winter the newspapers were filled with stories of the recent ill-fated schemes of the ‘Jacobites’, who hoped to restore the exiled James Edward Stuart to the throne. Elsewhere, understandings of the world itself were shifting as the ancient lure of magic and superstition was slowly suffocated by the march of science. A Westminster election loomed, and the aristocracy continued to nurse its financial wounds after the recent, devastating crash in South Sea Company stocks. A shocking new book – seemingly the tell-all autobiography of prostitute-turned-penitent Moll Flanders – preoccupied literate society, and was passed with winks and nudges around gentlemen’s clubs. Though it had brightened the hue of the world for his parents, the birth of an heir for Newstead passed with little to no national comment.


As William learned to recognise faces and discovered the full force of his lungs, around him linens were washed and dust was whipped from marble mantelpieces. His mother slowly recovered her strength. Frances did, at least, have youth on her side. She was a slender woman, with dark features and long chestnut hair; sometimes it tumbled over her shoulders, at others she tucked it into a white pleated cap. She loved music, embraced the growing fashion for drinking tea, and had approached her new life at Newstead dutifully, even though it wrenched her so far from her old one. She came from a large family, being the fifth of seven children born to William, 4th Lord Berkeley of Stratton, and having a host of doting aunts and uncles on her maternal side (her own mother was long dead). Her voice may have betrayed a slight Somersetshire twang, picked up during extended childhood summers at Bruton Abbey, her father’s country seat.


Her marriage had been negotiated as the crash of 1720 crippled the court, and it was entirely a matter of business. ‘In the midst of these battles I am going to dispose of one of my daughters to My Lord Byron,’ her father had written pragmatically to a friend; ‘a disproportionate match as to their ages, but marriages not offering every day. I would not miss an opportunity’.4 (Lord Byron was, in fact, a year older than himself.) She had performed as directed. On a Saturday evening in early December Frances Berkeley took her vows at her father’s house in Kensington, and took up residence in Westminster as Lady Byron. By February she was carrying William’s child. He could not have wished for a more auspicious start. Her own feelings go unrecorded.


Her new husband had always been more comfortable immersed in the arts than in the banter of the House of Lords. He shared her interest in music – his own youthful compositions for the harpsichord had found their way into the theatres of Drury Lane – and was a keen collector of books, antiquities, paintings and prints. Like any country gentleman, he enjoyed the hunt, and was perfectly placed to pursue the sport in his lands around Sherwood Forest. In middle age he had turned his hand to art and architecture, becoming a patron of painters Michael Dahl – whose portraits filled the Abbey walls – and Peter Tillemans, who was tutoring him in sketching and watercolours. But where his own cash-strapped father had been more concerned with dabbling in poetry than debt management, the 4th Lord was determined not to make the same mistakes. As his children learned to write and lisp out the name Byron (or Bi-ron, in the French style, as successive generations often pronounced it), he resolved to do his utmost to marry it to a reputation for good sense and the modern idea of good taste.


Though he had held minor positions in the royal household, he was not politically ambitious. Taking a cautious approach, he established cordial relationships with both the Whig and Tory parties and became known as a man whose vote ‘might be had a certain way’ (this being the means to fund his projects in Nottinghamshire).5 He had been popular enough at court to secure three financially advantageous marriages: first, to Mary Egerton, sister of the Earl of Bridgewater, who had succumbed to smallpox just six weeks after the wedding; second, to Frances Bentinck, daughter of the Duke of Portland, who provided four children before her death aged twenty-eight. (Her downfall was caused, so the gossip went, by a venereal disease contracted courtesy of her wandering husband: ‘’Tis said she died of a distemper her Lord gave her’, Lady Strafford had hinted darkly.)6 Although by the time of his search for a third wife the only surviving legacy of either union was one daughter – William had lost three sons – his alliances with both families held strong. When his brother-in-law Henry Bentinck was dispatched to a post in Jamaica – most likely never to return – he wrote with the wish that his family would ‘hereafter live happily for the rest of yr days’. He closed with a message from little Frances to her uncle, the sole surviving fragment of her voice: ‘my daughter desires her duty’.7


As Lord Byron set about rebuilding his dynasty with his third wife, his already shallow enthusiasm for politics dried up almost completely for the best part of five years. Though Frances had successfully provided an heir, her husband – painfully aware of how precarious these early years were – expected to repeat the enterprise as soon as possible. While little Isabella took tentative steps and baby William began to see the world in colour, their mother’s belly again began to swell, and amid preparations for their birthdays it became clear that the arrival was imminent. On 8 November 1723, shattering the tranquillity of Newstead: another boy. They named him John, after Frances’s eldest brother. The first useful act of the child’s life was to provide his parents with an opportunity to nurture friendly relationships in high places. While Frances chose her sister Jane Berkeley to stand as godmother, Lord Byron wrote to his benefactor Thomas Pelham-Holles, Duke of Newcastle – the most prominent landowner in Nottinghamshire and a rising star in government – ‘to obtain the Honour of yr being a Godfather to a Son newly Born’.8 Upon his acceptance, a letter swiftly flew out from Newstead ‘to returne yr Grace my thanks and my Wives for the great honour yo[u] have granted us’, before concluding soberly, ‘I hope my Son will live to acknowledg his obligations himself’.9 With such an illustrious godparent, little John’s start in life was promising. He was baptised at Newstead and his mother tenderly etched his name onto the bedroom window. But her duties were far from over.


Exhibiting a remarkable talent for regularity, Frances noticed the tell-tale signs of pregnancy for a fourth consecutive spring. But this time, as the birth approached and the Abbey grounds turned from lush green to bleak, wet orange, the atmosphere in the household was different. The children were ushered away from their thirteen-year-old half-sister Frances, who had begun to cough violently and grow feverish and frail. Consumption. She died on 21 September 1724 and was buried with her mother and brothers in the Byron family vault at nearby Hucknall church, severing their father’s final link with his former family. Though she remained forever fixed in a playful pose at her elder brother’s side in one of the Newstead portraits, it is unlikely that her younger siblings would remember her – Isabella was not yet three.


The lingering grief that hung about the Abbey was interrupted by Frances’s labour pains and the arrival of a third son – Richard – who ruined the run of November birthdays by making his entrance on 28 October. The chaplain pressed water to his forehead; his mother took her diamond to the bedroom window.


‘Unacquainted with the vicissitudes of fortune’


While their father busied himself with building plans and shot about the country bidding on antiques, the children gathered up their earliest experiences at Newstead, where the silver and silk of fashionable living collided with the rudeness of rural life. Silver rattles, their christening gifts of silver plate, silver-laced garments and the glint of silver pots steaming with cocoa or tea; red silk cushions, their mother’s sweeping skirts, the sumptuous hangings billowing over four-poster beds. Elsewhere, the familiar barking and snuffling of their father’s hounds, the feeling of delicate flowers pulled from the earth by their inquisitive fingers, and mud-flecked labourers spotted through windows, repairing fences and tending the gardens.
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This undated watercolour, View of a Park with Deer, by William, 4th Lord Byron may have captured something of the rural serenity of Newstead.


The children found sights and sounds to fire their imaginations at every turn. They passed their days with those employed to raise them: nursemaids fussed about them in coloured skirts and flapping caps; men darted down the corridors and about the stables in bright red livery. Outside, there was a lake with a little rowing boat, rolling green gardens dotted with frolicking statues, and thick woodlands filled with plants and interesting creatures. Inside, the walls were hung with gilt-framed mirrors reflecting their own little faces, and countless pictures including skilful watercolours and sketches by both of their parents.


The walls of the Great Dining Hall were crowded with portraits: a gaunt old man dressed in black, with a huge, gleaming white beard (their four times great-grandfather). A greasy-haired soldier with a black scar on his cheek, pictured with his horse and his slave, pointing at nothing (a twice times great-uncle). Alongside these long-dead relatives were two large portraits of their parents, painted by Michael Dahl around the time of their marriage: their ageing father stern and sagging in his parliamentary robes, and his young bride posing by a harpsichord in a gown of pale pink and green. (Nearby, perhaps not alleviating Frances’s creeping dislike of the place, were two portraits of her husband’s short-lived first wife, and four of his second.)


There was an extensive library of ancient and modern books, one day bound to appeal to the romantic Isabella and the studious Richard. Sometimes the sound of the harpsichord, fiddle or wooden bagpipe echoed through the house from the Great Gallery (perhaps their father treated them to one of his old compositions, ‘Ye Ld Byron’s Scotch Tune’). Nods to history and heroics stood at every corner – a suit of armour in one of the upstairs passageways, and paintings of naval battles that were bound to appeal to the young boys. Some of the rooms were dominated by hunting trophies: the glassy eyes of a huge stag in the Grand Hall; an elk staring blankly in the Great Gallery; bucks’ heads in the parlours and servants’ halls. Had they stolen into their father’s study, they might have coveted his model horses or, stowed away elsewhere, his collection of swords and guns.


Renovations whirled around them as their mother was permitted a (short) respite from adding to the nursery and their father focused on his secondary mission – the dull courtyard was transformed into an elegant turning circle for carriages; grimy ecclesiastical windows were bricked over and bright sash windows installed; dark panelling was swept away in favour of light, painted wood. The new, warren-like suite of apartments might have provided better hiding places than the creaking, high-ceilinged halls. Perhaps they caught snatches of servants’ chatter about improvements made to the old bakery, brewhouse and kitchen.


While the children learned and played, their father’s portly and asthmatic friend Mr Tillemans captured the Abbey’s progress in oil and watercolours. He also immortalised those living and working there: the prized racehorses and their grooms; Lord and Lady Byron riding on the east front, old William in cream and Frances’s red dress spilling over one side of her horse. His liveliest picture, however, was an intimate scene of the family and servants gathered together in the Great Dining Hall, including three of the children (either the three eldest or the three boys, depending on who made the cut). In it, a fiddler plays an energetic tune as people dance, chat amongst themselves or embrace one another. A beagle pads about the floor. The infants gaze around with wide-eyed curiosity or try to wriggle free of their nursemaids, while their father observes the festivities with a drink. This frozen moment of shared revelry gave a flush of delight to the servants who appeared in it – one later visitor described how the housekeeper showed him a number of paintings including this ‘good pretty one of all his servants dancing together’ and enthusiastically named every person featured.10


A fifth Byron sibling made his appearance in the spring of 1726, apparently a time of particular fruitfulness for Nottinghamshire’s affluent families. As another record was etched on the Abbey window – CHARLES BYRON BORN APRIL 6TH 1726 – he was swiftly followed by an heir for the neighbouring Saviles of Rufford Abbey and a second son, christened William, for Mr and Mrs Chaworth of Annesley Hall. Notes of congratulation flew across the county as the fashionable world descended on their rural estates for the summer. There was little John’s godfather the Duke of Newcastle at Clumber Park, plus two newly entitled teenage lords: William Bentinck, Duke of Portland, who inherited Welbeck Abbey following his father’s death in Jamaica, and Evelyn Pierrepont, Duke of Kingston, of Thoresby Hall. As well as the Chaworths and the Saviles, the genteel families active in local politics included the elderly baronet Francis Molyneux at Teversall, Tory stalwarts the Willoughbys of Wollaton Hall and the newly married Montagus at Papplewick. The names and faces of this genteel if not exactly glittering set of neighbours gradually became familiar to the Byron children, who observed their manners at church and in flower-scented drawing rooms during the obligatory rounds of social calls.


News from across the country provided entertaining tattle – ‘“Rabbits or no Rabbits” has been the great dispute this week’ cried the newspapers, as the nation was swept up in a story of a woman from Surrey who had allegedly begun giving birth to litters of them.11 (It was later proved to be a hoax, but not before a number of prominent physicians unwisely staked their reputations on it.) But while the adult world turned on polite chitchat and petty disputes, the children merely judged it by its gilded coaches and handsome gowns, the flashes of silvery fish in the lakes around Newstead and the nursemaids tetchily prising their sticky fingers from things they shouldn’t be touching. Life at the Abbey had provided a relatively gentle introduction to the intoxicating high society of the early Georgian era, but – to their mother’s relief – they were about to become better acquainted with the dazzling lights of the city. The summer of 1727 brought some life-changing news. Their father was required in London: the old king was dead.


The servants piled the family’s belongings – and the five squirming children under six – into carriages bound for their house in town: 15 Great Marlborough Street. After what seemed to be an age of jolting through the countryside, the city was a rush of noise for little ears: cries of street-sellers and ballad singers, yelping dogs and horses’ hooves, voices chattering in unfamiliar languages, the jangling of coins in purses. Raucous laughter spilled from taverns. They rode past dirty children in drab, coarse clothes, who idled on pavements or darted across streets, narrowly avoiding the gentlefolk being conveyed around in sedan chairs (and the notoriously foul-mouthed men who carried them).


Eventually they clattered briskly down a spacious street in Westminster, and modern townhouses stretched above them on either side. It was not as grand as a square or a crescent, but according to one tourist of the time it surpassed ‘any thing that is called a Street, in the Magnificence of its Buildings and Gardens, and inhabited all by prime Quality’.12 They drew up at number 15. The house was large, with several floors looking down onto a neat garden, coach houses and stabling. Though no plan for the building survives, an inventory of the property next door gives some impression of its likely interior: four elegant rooms on the first floor, a dining room, four bedchambers, as well as the garrets, kitchen, washhouse and pantry used by the servants. Their father had ensured the house was prepared and furnished for their arrival, dressing the rooms with antiquities and paintings, bringing over some card-tables and hanging the staircase with prints. Marking their return to town in style, he purchased a coach with red silk reins.


It was a fashionable Westminster address that allowed their father easy access to the House of Lords plus the city’s prestigious clubs and assembly rooms. He had been letting the house to Henry Howard, heir to the Earl of Carlisle, and his young family – illustrious shoes to fill – and their neighbours included lords, ladies, military heroes and Members of Parliament. (Fashionable society was, for the moment, cloaked in black to observe the official mourning period for the late king.) Far from the leafy shades of Sherwood Forest, the children were thrust into the heart of one of the largest cities in the world. Just to the north was the thoroughfare Tyburn Road (soon to be renamed Oxford Street), along which condemned criminals were paraded on their way to Tyburn gallows. From the windows of the upper storeys the view to the south offered another reminder of the fleeting nature of life: the bright, bustling Carnaby Market a stone’s throw from an old burial ground. Nearby St James’s Park filled with well-to-do folk during the winter afternoons and warm summer evenings, while residents of the city’s upscale brothels preened themselves around St James’s Square and at the notorious Mrs Needham’s in Park Place. Childish screeches rose from the yard of the prestigious Westminster School and those of the workhouses and charity schools springing up near the river. Peers and Members scurried between the houses of Parliament – then held in the cluster of crumbling medieval buildings that made up the Palace of Westminster – its surrounding coffee houses and the royal court.


Further afield, the city of London itself – still emerging from the ashes of the Great Fire of 1666 – was in the middle of a building boom. People and money poured into the capital, descending upon the markets of Covent Garden or the brand-new development of luxury shops at New Bond Street. The children’s parents might have been tempted by the booksellers and stationers or the millineries filled with ribbons and lace. Experimental confections and exquisitely crafted wooden dolls and toys were set up in shop windows, and by the doorways of certain establishments wafts of chocolate and coffee went some way to masking the general lingering smell of soot and sewers.


In October 1727 the city temporarily resumed its colour for the coronation of the new king – George II – and Westminster was transformed into a heaving mass of giddy spectators hoping for a glimpse of the parade. It was an extravagant event, seen only once in some lifetimes and in others not at all. Somewhere amid the solemn procession from Westminster Hall to Westminster Abbey – around halfway along – were Lord and Lady Byron, cloaked in their crimson robes and clutching their coronets. (The honour was not cheap – a fellow peer, Lord Ailesbury, had spent over eighty pounds (approaching £10,000 today) on the necessary robes, gloves, lace, gold ribbons and ermine.) The crowd sniggered to see a fatigued sixty-seven-year-old Dowager Duchess of Marlborough commandeer a musician’s drum and plant herself on it during a drag in the procession. The Abbey doors opened – ‘God save King GEORGE the Second! Long live King GEORGE!’ – and afterwards a banquet in the packed Hall. It was a long day. Lord and Lady Byron returned to Great Marlborough Street hours later, wondering how best to court the favour of their new royal family.


Fortunately, the Byrons were not without friends in town. With the change in regime boosting their father’s enthusiasm for actually turning up at the House of Lords, politics may have become a more common topic of conversation at Great Marlborough Street. The family attended the neat redbrick church of St James’s on Piccadilly, where a congregation of the first quality discreetly eyed each other’s dress, hairstyles and manners. The children were toddled about the green avenues of St James’s Park, entertained by the ducks and the tame deer, while their parents dashed off letters to friends and associates of varying respectability. They remained on intimate terms with the Bentincks and the Egertons (in which family there were a number of children for the young Byrons to play with); among the less reputable were the debauched gambling enthusiast Sir John Tyrwhitt and cockfighting devotee Lord Lovell, both of whom owed their father significant sums. As for family, there were few relatives left on their father’s side. The children had just two childless aunts in their late fifties – Catherine, Lady Ranelagh, who lived in Ireland, and the unmarried Juliana: their faces, at least, would have been familiar, since portraits of both women (plus Lord Ranelagh) graced the walls of Newstead.


Their mother’s family was vast in comparison, and supplied more regular visitors. Lord Berkeley, their only living grandparent, was a smart-looking man with a tightly curled grey wig, who had not relished the burden of bringing up daughters and had a tendency to nit-pick. He observed with dismay that the last few years had done no favours for Frances’s looks. He now preferred exploring grand country estates to the ‘solitude’ of London where, he wrote to a friend plaintively, ‘most of my acquaintance are gone and the time past for making new’.13 The children probably knew their mother’s beloved aunt Elizabeth Temple, who wore a small ruby ring inset with their entwined hair. Their own six Berkeley aunts and uncles, all in their twenties and early thirties, were also familiar faces. Their uncles: John Berkeley, married but childless; Charles, the youngest; and William, who had followed family tradition into the navy. Two aunts unmarried: John’s godmother Jane (destined to die a spinster) and twenty-year-old Anne (destined to be killed by childbirth). And finally their twenty-two-year-old aunt Barbara – her portrait also hung at Newstead (though it was not a very good likeness) – who had followed her sister’s example and been married off to a fifty-nine-year-old widower, John Trevanion of Caerhays Castle. When not in Cornwall the Trevanions settled just a few minutes’ walk away at Charles Street, providing the siblings with some new cousins and playmates: William Trevanion was born in 1727, followed by Frances in 1728. In 1729 the sisters fell pregnant within a few months of each other – as Barbara was unlacing her stays to accommodate the growing bump, Frances was already preparing for her lying-in period.


A fifth and final son – born at Great Marlborough Street on 22 May 1730 – was the only Byron sibling whose name was not etched onto Newstead itself. The family’s recent efforts in courting favour had clearly reaped rewards: the baby’s godparents were Scroop Egerton, Duke of Bridgewater (William’s brother-in-law), Sophia, Duchess of Kent (William’s sister-in-law and Frances’s cousin) and – remarkably – King George II. Some newspapers even reported that the new monarch performed the baptism, and ‘named him George’, after himself.14 (He certainly gave a gift of 110 ounces of gilt plate worth £65, around £7,500 in modern currency.) Having evidently struck up a friendship with the king, their favour at court seemed secure. If little Isabella was disappointed in hopes of finally having a sister, she might have been consoled by the arrival of another cousin – Sophia Trevanion – on 8 July. Sophia’s baptism held two weeks later at St Margaret’s, the old church nestled next to Westminster Abbey, was the last for either family. The Byron and Trevanion nurseries – which would be linked again in adulthood – were complete.


By the time of baby George’s arrival his three eldest siblings, aged between six and eight, were already being shaped for polite society. Dark-haired Isabella was growing into a miniature of her mother, and fidgeted in restricting dresses, stays and petticoats. Both William and John had made the symbolic passage into adulthood that was being ‘breeched’ – most boys swapped the cotton shifts worn by all infants for boys’ breeches at the age of five or six. It was unfamiliar and uncomfortable at first, but generally a moment of pride. The nursery, of course, remained a scene of childish things: screams and scuffles, scolding nursemaids, teething toys and the building blocks, hobby horses and picture books that made up the paraphernalia of upper-class play. Here the children jostled for their places in their own sibling hierarchy, forging the relationships that would provide the basis for their long lives. (It is perhaps here that William, if his character in adulthood is any indication, became used to getting his way.)


Keeping a brood of six healthy presented a challenge, and thoughts of the endless litany of illnesses that threatened fragile young lives were never far away. While the baby was almost certainly breastfed by a trusted nursemaid (aristocratic mothers at this time were, for the most part, distinctly hands-off in this respect), if they came down with minor complaints Frances would swiftly be able to administer the oils, herbs and spices of her inherited home-made remedies. They might have been one of the families to place trust in the new and pioneering inoculation against smallpox, though having a father approaching sixty may have steered them towards more old-fashioned medicine.


Though the day-to-day practicalities of raising a child – in all its messy, unseemly chaos – were more properly dealt with by servants, their parents were responsible for cultivating their minds. The prevailing wisdom about education maintained that children were to be considered ‘as white paper or wax to be moulded and fashioned’, making these early years crucial in determining a child’s character, interests and abilities.15 Physical discipline was acceptable, especially if the child’s disposition seemed to require it. Before they reached an age for formal tutoring, the children went to church and became familiar with the teachings of the family chaplain, and were perhaps exposed to the moralising ballads and poems that constituted children’s literature. Both girls and boys were encouraged to learn from touch, smell and sight, and explore the qualities of herbs, trees, metals and minerals.


The contrast between the bustle of Westminster and the serenity of Newstead – with its waterfalls, wildlife and seasonal cloaks of snowdrops, bilberries and yellow gorse – provided a useful introduction to both the natural world and urban living. As children of the aristocracy, the young Byrons were also obliged to learn how to speak, behave and present themselves in a manner appropriate to their social position. In their earliest years they were taught the rudiments of politeness – ‘that when you answer Yes or No, you must always add Madam or Sir, &c.’ – and were gradually introduced to the various branches of intellectual life.16 (One parenting guide of 1721 declared that children should be given ‘the relish, as much as possible, for the pleasures of the mind; such as conversation, news, history, and some kinds of sports, which require industry and attention, and contain something instructive’.17) As their learning progressed, their father’s library offered glimpses into new worlds of knowledge, and visiting tutors – usually older, respectable gentlemen – taught them the rudiments of reading, writing and arithmetic (with the happy secondary consequence of polishing away any uncouth habits picked up from the servants).


Exposure to society provided valuable opportunities to widen their vocabulary and observe the rules of the adult world – it was perhaps here that little William developed his lifelong tendency for posturing and his thirst for praise. They might be allowed some missteps in childhood, but as adults an inappropriate comment or peculiar outfit could instantly mark them out as vulgar or absurd. ‘If from your position in life, you are destined to pass it among those, who are called fashionable,’ Isabella herself later cautioned, it was necessary to ‘arm yourself with a strong preparation of reason and resolution’.18 Negotiating the so-called beau monde was as much a performance as it was a pleasure, but with earls, dukes and royals as godparents – their mother never failed to mention that ‘I have the honour to be well known to the King’ when seeking favours – the children were beginning life on an excellent footing.19


Here, Isabella’s education took a different path from that of her brothers. She was eight years old when her youngest brother was born, and facing a decade of training for the mission of her young life: matrimony. (Her parents were perhaps already compiling mental lists of eligible bachelors.) Though his finances were stable it was unlikely that Lord Byron could tempt a potential son-in-law with an especially substantial dowry, so they were relying largely on whatever charms Isabella herself managed to cultivate. In case she did not grow to be considered a ‘beauty’ – perhaps they glanced nervously at the mole beneath her lip – it was crucial to demonstrate the requisite accomplishments and social graces to make up for it. Etiquette guides laid down a seemingly endless list of rules. Young ladies should behave with modesty. They should not laugh too much. They should not slouch, or dance with unbecoming enthusiasm, or contradict gentlemen in conversation. Even where girls were instructed that learning was more important than obsessing over their appearance, they were warned that it was improper to flaunt it. ‘Silence always becomes a young lady,’ wrote the Marchioness de Lambert, who otherwise championed cultivating the intellect, ‘the greatest prudence lies in speaking little’.20


In reality, however, a girl’s education was not only coloured by but at the mercy of the personalities and priorities of her parents – especially her mother. Even decades later it was remarked that girls ‘are taught what their parents or guardians judge is necessary or useful for them to learn, and they are taught nothing else’.21 Isabella may have been reflecting on her own childhood when she later wrote that female education ‘sometimes accustomed the mind to credulity, from the pleasure that the marvellous then afforded’.22 That she grew to be impulsive, flirtatious and too eager to indulge the longings of her heart, she is more likely to have owed to the influence of her young mother than her conscientious father.


At eight, Isabella was just the right age to commence her social education, where a ‘variety of good company’ was rightly supposed to be ‘of more use in forming a gracious manner from the ages of seven to fourteen than seven years after that’.23 The most valuable opportunities for learning came with a rap at the door. She watched and listened as dazzling visitors were swept in to take tea or coffee and admire the house, and was occasionally brought before the company to practise her manners or display her accomplishments. Less illustrious visitors were more likely to be received with groans. Tutors. Though she shared some studies with her brothers – she needed to be literate enough to display sense in conversation, and master arithmetic in order to manage household accounts – Isabella’s lessons were designed to render her interesting, attractive and graceful: dancing, sketching, singing and languages (she certainly had French and some Latin as a young woman). She took to art and music – inheriting the personal passions of her parents – and somewhere in this girlhood also blossomed a lifelong interest in the natural world.


Though the boys were encouraged to learn modern languages, the arts and how to dance (clumsy feet would not win the heart of an heiress), countless other opportunities opened up before them. Physical pursuits, such as horse-riding and shooting, had the benefit of eroding any lingering effeminate ‘softness’, an unfortunate symptom of being brought up by nursemaids. (William and John certainly inherited their father’s passion for the hunt.) Unlike Isabella, they might read their father’s books on military history, politics and geography with an eye to one day making their own mark on public life or exploring those distant lands themselves, if they wished. While their sister was polished for the marriage market, for them the country’s top schools beckoned, at whatever age their parents deemed appropriate and for however long they wished to pay. Through interactions with their parents, servants, tutors and superior families they learned their place in the world: that William would inherit, and the four younger brothers might expect to take up roles in the military, politics or the clergy. That their aristocratic birth set them apart – somewhat indefinably but indisputably – from the scrawny, dirty-kneed children they saw running about the streets of Westminster.


In the spring of 1731, as the older boys contemplated the prospect of entering school, the routine of study and social calls was shattered with a new arrival: fever. Seven-year-old John and five-year-old Charles were confined to their beds – soaked in sweat, whimpering, their pulses racing – and the other children were ushered away. A creeping dread settled on the household as the physician was called. Long hours passed and no improvement; maids waited on them, sat up with them, attempted to cool them; windows were kept closed to keep out foul air. They might have been treated with cordials of common herbs, but if the fever was considered inflammatory the medical professionals would have encouraged opening their veins and draining blood to reduce the excessive ‘heat’ of their small bodies. Long, agonising days, and still no change. The household fell into prayer. They could only wait for the fevers either to break, or take their boys. On 16 May, a few weeks after his fifth birthday, little Charles’s breathing grew increasingly shallow and eventually stopped.


Amid their grief, a mire of administration – medical bills and funeral arrangements – as John remained in a delirium. His brother’s tiny coffin was privately interred at St James’s church and the family shuffled back into the daylight – the rector had four more burials that day, three of them children. John remained ‘at the point of Death’.24 A vigilant watch was kept, and his days passed in a painful blur as the rest of the household made their pleas and promises to God. Finally, just over a week after the death of his brother, John opened his eyes and fixed his gaze more clearly on something – a face, perhaps, or a picture on the wall. He was out of danger. By the end of the month the Daily Advertiser declared that John was ‘in a fair way of Recovery’.25 It was the first of his many displays of remarkable resilience in the face of death.


The family spent the summer in mourning, and Lord and Lady Byron decided it was time to dispatch the older boys to Westminster School. It was a conventional but not uncontested choice, at a time when the relative merits of public education or private tuition were hotly debated among the fashionable classes. The lessons at the prestigious boys’ schools – Eton, Westminster, Harrow and Winchester – focused on the ancient languages, in which a gentleman must be proficient if he wished to excel. Packing his son off to Westminster at around the same time, Lord Chesterfield advised him to ‘mind your Greek particularly, for to know Greek very well is to be really learned: there is no great credit in knowing Latin, for everybody knows it’.26


But public education was intended to instil confidence and character as much as verbs and vocabulary, and it provided a boy with an invaluable opportunity to forge friendships that could serve him well for the rest of his life. Thrust into an ungentle world, students were forced to cut the apron strings of boyhood and were trained up to be the next generation of public figures. On the other hand, some parents feared – not without reason – that launching their impressionable boys into such an environment could be distressing and even dangerous. At best, new starters would be robbed of any lingering innocent ideas by the swaggering older boys; at worst, they were removed from the relative safety of their homes and voluntarily delivered into a potential breeding ground for disease. It was not an experience that suited those of a disposition ‘where there was any gentleness’, and many hated it.27


‘If you don’t let me come home, I die’, wrote one suffering seven-year-old to his mother from Westminster, desperate to be rescued. ‘I am all over ink, and my fine clothes have been spoilt – I have been tost in a blanket, and seen a ghost.’28 In adulthood the poet William Cowper, a schoolmate of youngest brother George a few years later, declared somewhat bitterly that parents choose public schooling ‘only because they want to get rid of their Little ones and know not where else to dispose of them’.29


The Byrons found some middle ground in choosing Westminster School, which was sufficiently distinguished but also within two miles of their own house – the boys may even have foregone the usual course of boarding during term time and returned to Great Marlborough Street outside of classes. In February 1732 nine-year-old William and eight-year-old John, the latter clearly recovered from his early brush with death, were dispatched there together and plunged into a boisterous crush of some 300 other pupils. They may, like their near contemporary Philip Stanhope, have been advised by their parents to be on their guard against picking up ‘ill-bred, and disgusting habits’ such as ‘scratching yourself, putting your fingers in your mouth, nose, and ears’.30 (Though his father Lord Chesterfield believed it to be the best place to teach a boy to ‘shift for himself and bustle in the world’, he had to concede that Westminster School specifically was also ‘undoubtedly, the seat of illiberal manners and brutal behaviour’.)31 Perhaps more taxing was the monotony of lessons: shuffling into cold classrooms, commencing and concluding with Latin prayers, staring at grammar books and hoping not to be picked for an impromptu test on the previous day’s work. Happily for the boys, their headmaster, Dr Nichol, was renowned for his relatively benevolent reign, generally sparing the rod and relying instead on instilling a sense of honour in his pupils. Unfortunately, such sympathy could not be counted on among the students.


As the sons of a peer, the Byron boys may have felt some advantage when it came to finding their place in the pecking order. Either way, it was best to show one’s mettle from the first day. John was later credited with having quickly established a reputation for physical prowess, throwing himself into boxing matches with his schoolfellows and emerging as ‘champion of his form’.32 (Though this dubious early history loses credibility somewhat with the false claim that he was eventually expelled after a sexual encounter with the girl who cleaned his bedchamber.) However well they adjusted to their new circumstances, reports of their early weeks must have met with their parents’ satisfaction, as seven-year-old Richard was packed off to join them in June.


As their juvenile years passed in seasonal cycles of study and improvement – curtseys, bows, country summers and city winters – the five remaining siblings nurtured their individual talents and interests. Young William and John asked eager questions about riding and shooting, and perhaps about their uncle William’s seafaring missions; Isabella and Richard sketched copies of Rubens and Rembrandts. As they learned, played and made mistakes – exercising all the naivety and optimism of those Isabella later called ‘young persons, unacquainted with the vicissitudes of fortune’ – their parents continued to dabble in public life.33 While she was pregnant with George their mother had become one of the very first ‘Ladys of Charity’ to lend her name in support of a proposed Foundling Hospital in the city, and she followed the campaign for royal approval with interest. (This pioneering campaign, which aimed to take in abandoned or impoverished infants, was a bold choice – its critics declared that such kindness would simply encourage vice among the lower classes.)
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