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‘In the career of writing, a man should calculate upon his powers of resistance before he goes into the arena.’

LORD BYRON - LETTER TO SHELLEY, 1821


 


‘Everything connected with the life and character of so illustrious a bard as the late Lord Byron is public property.’

J. MITFORD - LES AMOURS SECRETES DE LORD BYRON, 1839


 


‘But words are things, and a small drop of ink,
Falling like dew upon a thought, produces
That which makes thousands, perhaps millions, think.’



LORD BYRON - DON JUAN III.88


 


‘The more Byron is known, the better he will be loved.’

TERESA GUICCIOLI, 1873, on her death bed
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INTRODUCTION
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In his seminal essay on Shakespeare’s Antony and Cleopatra, Harold Bloom cites Cleopatra as ‘the archetype of the star and the world’s first celebrity’, one who eclipsed her lovers, Pompey, Caesar and Antony, never straying from the empiric necessity of playing herself. Byron must surely rank as her counterpart in life, the first and ongoing celebrity, hero and villain, wooer and narcissist, shackled with a label that has entered everyday currency of being ‘mad, bad and dangerous to know’.

It is the same Byron who wrote - 






What is the end of fame? ’Tis but to fill 
A certain portion of uncertain paper 
...

For this men write, speak, preach, and heroes kill, 
And bards burn what they call their midnight taper, 
To have, when the original is dust, 
A name, a wretched picture and worse bust.



 



There is a legion of books, treatises, essays and biographies on Lord Byron - scholarly, probing, affectionate, discursive, titillating, scurrilous and fantastical, some raising him to an  apotheosis and others consigning him to the gutter. Professor Leslie Marchand’s biography, published in 1957, was Herculean, unearthing much that was hidden and debunking some of the more preposterous claims and fancies.

So why another book on Byron?

Years ago, reading a remark of Lady Blessington that Byron was ‘the most extraordinary and terrifying person [she had] ever met’ whetted my interest. Writers writing about other artists has always appealed to me - Rilke on Rodin, addressing that mysterious mediation between the life and the art. Virginia Woolf’s Common Reader, providing those quick, deft glimpses that give us the human quotidian and a whiff of the genius within; Hardy watering the ink or Dorothy Wordsworth trudging up a wet road with dear William, to seek out a waterfall.

Similarly with Byron, I wanted to follow him in his Rake’s Progress and his Poet’s Progress, playing billiards in an English country house and passing clandestine notes to a young bride under the very watch of her pontifical husband, Sir Wedderburn Webster, Byron reading Madame de Staël’s Corinne  in the garden of his Italian mistress and writing her a love letter in English, which neither she nor her jealous husband would understand. Byron in love, Byron seized with melancholia and Byron in intermittent ‘phrenzy’ with his forbearing publisher John Murray. Byron who mapped for himself a great and tragic destiny, going as he thought ‘to the seat of war’, when he set out to join in the cause for Greek independence, and instead dying of a fever in a swamp in Missolonghi at the age of thirty-six, the face that had been the Adonis of all Europe covered in leeches and bandages.

So I immersed myself in the twelve volumes of his letters and journals, in which he variously reveals himself as a passionate man, an intellectual man, a wounded man, a jesting man and the archetype for Napoleon, Don Quixote, Don Juan, Richard Lovelace, Richard III, Richard II and ultimately a Lear surrounded by knaves and fools. I read the numerous biographies of him and those of Lady Byron, the histrionic accounts of a marriage of just over one year, that not only served as fascination for the tabloids and cartoonists of his time, but even intrigued such an elevated mind as Goethe’s.

Byron with his odes and his dithyrambics, his scoffing at  litteratoor, coupled with his lifelong service to it, his banter and colloquy with men and women, his excruciating dissection of his own delinquencies, proved to be a very great and unnerving companion.




ONE
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Lord George Gordon Byron was five feet eight and a half inches in height, had a malformed right foot, chestnut hair, a haunting pallor, temples of alabaster, teeth like pearls, grey eyes fringed with dark lashes and an enchantedness that neither men nor women could resist. Everything about him was a paradox, insider and outsider, beautiful and deformed, serious and facetious, profligate but on occasion miserly, and possessed of a fierce intelligence trapped however in a child’s magic and malices. What he wrote concerning the poet Robert Burns could easily serve as his own epitaph - ‘tenderness, roughness - delicacy, coarseness - sentiment, sensuality ... dirt and deity - all mixed up in that one compound of inspired clay’.

He was also a gigantic poet, but as he reminds us, poetry is a distinct faculty and has no more to do with the individual than has the pythoness when she is off her tripod. Byron, off his tripod, becomes Byron the Man, who by his own admission could not exist without some object of love. His passions were developed very early and generated excitement, melancholy and foreboding at the loss that was bound to occur in the ‘terrestrial paradise’. He loved men and women, needing the ‘other’, whoever she or he might be. He had only  to look at a beautiful face and was ready to ‘build and burn another Troy’.

The word Byronic, to this day, connotes excess, diabolical deeds and a rebelliousness answering neither to king nor commoner. Byron, more than any other poet, has come to personify the poet as rebel, imaginative and lawless, reaching beyond race, creed or frontier, his manifest flaws redeemed by a magnetism and ultimately a heroism, that by ending in tragedy, raised it and him from the particular to the universal, from the individual to the archetypal.




TWO
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His beginning was not propitious. In January 1788 London was frozen over, frost fires and frost fairs on the Thames for weeks, the severe weather attributed to an Icelandic volcanic eruption. It was in a rented room above a shop in Holles Street, London, to which the 22-year-old mother, Catherine Gordon, had repaired for her accouchement, attended by a midwife, a nurse and a doctor. The labour was tortuous, the infant born with a caul over his face, a supposed emblem of good luck; alarm however at discovering that he had a club foot.

The father, ‘Mad Jack’ Byron, was not present because had he returned to England he would have been imprisoned for debt. Mr Hanson, a young solicitor, had been dispatched by Catherine’s trustees from Aberdeen as a sign of solidarity for the mother, alone in London without her vagrant husband. The foot was contracted to a stump, the lower calf wasted and thin, an affliction that would bring torment, derision and humiliation to the future young Lord, fitted as he was with leg irons, trusses and various contraptions down the years on the advice of quacks and orthopaedic doctors. Various causes for the deformity had been suggested, including a deprivation of oxygen to the lungs, but Byron ever quick to castigate his  mother would put it down to her vanity in wearing a too-tight corset during pregnancy.

For him, the lame foot would become the mark of Cain, a symbol of castration and a stigma that blighted his life.

Money, or rather the acute shortage of money, dominated the minds of both parents in those wintry weeks. Writing from France to his sister Frances Leigh in England, Mad Jack, in dire need of money, added that as for his son’s walking ‘’tis impossible for he is clubfooted’. Catherine herself was pressing the executor of her trustees in Edinburgh, outlining her straits, adding that the twenty guineas they had sent her for her accouchement was not enough and she was in need of one hundred guineas. She hoped as well that the rakish and reckless husband would reappear and that mother, father and infant could repair to somewhere in Wales or the north of England, where they might live cheaply, the fleeting happiness of her courtship in Bath a mere three years earlier rekindled. Her hopes were futile. After two months she was writing again to the executor in Edinburgh, her plaints more extreme - ‘Leave this House I must in a fortnight from this day so there is no time to be lost and if they will not remit the money before that time I don’t know what I shall do and what will become of me.’

The child had been christened George Gordon, named after her father, in Marylebone Church, which had served as an interior for scenes in Hogarth’s Rake’s Progress. The high-born but estranged Scottish relatives, the Duke of Gordon and Colonel Robert Duff of Fetteresso, named as godparents, were sadly absent. Catherine was a descendant of Sir William Gordon and Annabella Stuart, daughter of King James I. The Gordons of Gight were feudal barons who had kept the north country in terror and bondage, begetting illegitimate children,  raping and plundering. Some were executed on the scaffold, some were murdered and some died at their own hands. Her grandfather had thrown himself in the icy Ythan River, just below the walls of the castle of Gight, and her father’s body had been found floating in the Bath Canal. Her mother had died young, as had her two sisters, leaving Catherine sole heir to a fortune worth thirty thousand pounds’ income a year from shares in vast tracts of lands, the Bank of Aberdeen salmon-fishing rights and the rent from coalmines.

At the age of twenty she had gone to Bath, one of the many expectant heiresses in search of a husband. She was not beautiful and according to Byron’s friend and first revering biographer Tom Moore, she was short, corpulent and ‘rolled in her gait’. She had little intellectual prowess to compensate for that plainness. Also, she was impressionable and seemingly had had a presentiment, because a year earlier at a theatre in Scotland, when the famous actress Mrs Siddons in a play called  The Fatal Marriage exclaimed ‘Oh my Biron, my Biron’, Catherine’s hysterics were such that she had to be carried from her box. In Bath she met her ‘Biron’, Mad Jack, recently widowed and broke. He had previously wooed Amelia, the enchanting wife of the Marquis of Carmarthen, who eloped with him to France, her fortune, along with her health, soon to be ruined by his profligacy and philandering. His courtship of Catherine was soon accomplished. Her Scottish cousins, knowing her to be impetuous and probably guessing that the future husband was a bounder, tried to persuade her against the marriage but she was adamant and she was besotted.

They married, went back to the castle of Gight, where Jack orchestrated a life of grandeur, horses and hounds, gambling, excesses so ostentatious that they were famed in a ballad. On a hurried visit to London in the same year as their marriage,  Jack was seized for debt and taken to the King’s Bench Prison, his tailor being the only person in the vicinity able to bail him out. Soon, like many debtors, the married couple fled to France, the money gone, the castle and much of the estate sold to a cousin of Catherine’s, Lord Aberdeen, and the young wife not only without her kin but destitute of their respect for having come down so shamefully in the world.

Byron barely saw his father and yet, all his life, he was in thrall to the colourful and daring exploits of his paternal ancestors, born and bred in arms, having led their vassals, as he boasted, from Europe to Palestine’s plains. The vivid narrative of a shipwreck off the coast of Arracan written by an ancestor provided the stimulus and inspiration for Canto Four of Don Juan. With regard to his mother’s family, he would be more judgemental, going so far as to claim that all bad blood in him had derived from those bastards of Banquo.

As Tom Moore tells us ‘disappointment met him on the very threshold of life’ - a mother quick-tempered and capricious, the softening influences of a sister denied him. Moore says that he was deprived of the solaces that might have brought down the high current of his feelings and ‘saved them from the tumultous rapids and falls’. Except that these selfsame rapids and falls characterised his ancestors on both sides. The Byrons, mentioned in the Domesday Book, were the de Buruns of Normandy, liegemen of William the Conqueror, reaping titles and lands in Nottinghamshire, Derbyshire and Lancashire for their prowess in land and sea battles. A John Byron of Colwyke, in the year 1573, acquired Newstead Abbey in Nottinghamshire from Henry VIII, the house, church and cloisters, on three thousand acres of grounds, for the sum of £810, and was knighted by Queen Elizabeth I some six years later. He remodelled Newstead to suit his  secular and lavish tastes, even installing his own resident troupe of players. At Byron’s birth his grand-uncle, known as the Wicked Lord, was living in seclusion at Newstead, the family seat. He had been a wild man, but with life’s vicissitudes he had grown reclusive. He built a folly castle and stone forts on the lake that were fitted with a fleet of toy ships, where he conducted naval battles with his servant Joe Murray, who had to act as factotum and second officer and was said to have taught the crickets in the chimneypiece to speak back to him.

In 1765, in a tavern in Pall Mall in London, the squires and nobles of Nottinghamshire, many of them relatives, had assembled for a levee. The Wicked Lord and his cousin, William Chaworth, fell into an argument on how best to hang game; the acrimony became so extreme that the two men repaired to an upper room, where by the light of a single candle the Wicked Lord plunged his shortsword through the belly of his opponent. He spent a brief spell in the Tower of London for murder before being pardoned by his fellow peers and was discharged after paying a modest fee. The Wicked Lord returned to Newstead, became increasingly embittered, his wife having left him; he begot a child by one of the servants who gave herself the pseudonym of Lady Betty. His son and heir William was due to marry an heiress but instead eloped with a first cousin and, in spite, the Wicked Lord had the great oak woods stripped and the two thousand deer that roamed the woods were slaughtered and sold at Mansfield market for a pittance. In a last spree of vengeance, he leased the rights of coalmines he owned in Rochdale, depriving all future heirs of their income. Yet, Byron would boast of the nobility of his lineage, forgetting to add that many of them were brutes, vagabonds, given to episodic madness, and as  Thomas Moore put it, never free from ‘the inroads of financial embarrassment’.

In August, when Mad Jack had not returned to complete the family tableau, Catherine and her infant son set out on the public coach for Aberdeen and once again she was obliged to take rooms above a shop. Her husband did appear from time to time, to extract money from a woman whose income was now reduced to £150 a year. The vicious rows that ensued and that Byron claimed to remember left him, as he put it, ‘with little taste for matrimony’.

Life in Aberdeen for mother and son was spartan and somewhat volatile, Catherine a woman of extremes, veering from excessive affection to bouts of anger, her son retaliating with his own unfettered temper, neighbours recalling how Mrs Byron would take the tongs to him, brand him a ‘cripple’ and five minutes later smother him with kisses. For his part, he amused himself at church services by sticking a safety-pin in his mother’s plump arms. He refused to be subdued. Dressed in the Gordon tartans of blue and green, he rode a pony, carried a whip and if his lameness was mocked, as it frequently was, he wielded the whip with ‘Dinnya speak of it’.

From France, Mad Jack pleaded with his sister Frances, who had also been his lover, ‘for God’s sake to come’ as he had no bed, no person to care for him and was living on scraps. In August 1791 he died of consumption in Valenciennes, having dictated a will to two notaries leaving the three-year-old son responsible for his debts and funeral expenses, which Catherine managed to discharge by borrowing on a legacy of just over one thousand pounds, which she was due to receive on the death of her grandmother. When she learnt of her husband’s death, her screams were  heard down the length of Broad Street, her grief ‘bordering on distraction’. In a fairly imperious letter to her sister-in-law, whom she addressed as ‘My dear Madam’, she emphasised her great grief, then requesting a lock of his hair, she reiterated the love between herself and her ‘dear Jonnie’.

 



At five and a half, Byron had become so unruly that Catherine sent him to school in the hope that he could be kept ‘in abeyance’. Schisms and tempers at home, Catherine referring to him as that ‘lame brat’, the castigation so etched in his memory that years later in a drama, The Deformed Transformed, Arnold the hunchback is addressed by his mother as an incubus and a nightmare, as he pleads with her not to kill him, while hating his vile form.

Under the tutelage of a Mr Bowers he quickly developed a passion for history, especially Roman history, revelling in the stories of battle and shipwreck, which he would later enact for himself. When he was six he was translating Horace, reading the great but grave accounts of death, how death made itself felt in palace halls and in huts, his imagination fearfully quickened. Before he was eight years old he had read all the books of the Old Testament, finding the New Testament not nearly so rich in description. When he was enrolled in a grammar school, he reckoned, though we must allow for some boyish exaggeration, that he had read four thousand works of fiction, his favourites being Cervantes, Smollett and Scott. But history was his greatest passion and Knolles’s Turkish History would incite the hunger to visit the Levant as a young man and provide the exotic background for many of his oriental tales.

It was at a dancing school, aged eight, that he was smitten by the charms of Mary Duff and though he did not know it  by name, felt the attendant joys and uncertainty of first rapturous love. Mary was one of those evanescent beings, made of rainbow, with a Greek cast of features, to whom he would for ever be susceptible, her successor being a distant cousin, Margaret Parker, for whom he also conceived a violent love. That twin soul he sought again and again in blood relatives, passions by which he would be thrown into ‘convulsive confusion’. The antithesis to such tenderness was his countering cruelty. He had a fascination for a gothic novel, Zeluco, in which the anti-hero was fated to commit crimes he could not control, strangling those closest to him, taming a pet sparrow in order to be able to wring its neck, dark deeds that instead of consigning him to the dungeons, elevated him to the status of Magus, which Byron himself would aspire to.

There was no fraternising with the Byron family, though Catherine tried to enlist Frances Leigh to get financial help from the Wicked Lord - ‘You know Lord Byron. Do you think he will do anything for George or be at any expense to give him a proper education or if he wished to do it, is his present fortune such a one that he could spare anything out of it?’ Each letter was ignored. Then one morning in 1798 news reached them that the Wicked Lord had died, aged sixty-five, his son William Byron already having been killed in Corsica by a cannonball at the Battle of Calvi in 1794. The ten-year-old George became the sixth Lord Byron, an ennoblement by which mother and son were briefly borne on wings of Icarus.

The whole cosmos of Byron’s childhood was altered. He would be given wine and cake by the headmaster at his grammar school and yield to a bout of tears when at the roll call, instead of Byron, he answered Dominus de Byron, and when the looking glass failed to reveal a different him, he  determined to become different within and acquit himself like a lord. For his mother also it was a dizzying ascent into a new world, the move down to England would be dislocating, her new friends would be Byron relatives and in time she would become her son’s minion and a tenant in her son’s house.

Her first appearance at the Abbey did not impress the toll mistress, who thought her slovenly and also thought that the boy was far too plump to be sitting on the lap of his nurse, May Gray. Catherine had had to sell her furniture to help towards the funeral of the Wicked Lord, who lay for weeks in the Abbey as creditors seized whatever they could. Her effects yielded £74 17s 6d and her one somewhat lofty request was that the Newstead servants wear black at the funeral. When by the end of August 1798 she had accrued enough money, she set out for the 377-mile journey, on the public stagecoach, with Byron and May Gray; the three-day journey entailed stops at the very unprepossessing inns that her meagre funds would allow.




THREE
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Scotch plaids, Scotch snoods, the Scottish burr, blue hills and deep-black salmon streams were no more. Instead an ancestral seat, the twelfth-century monastery flanked by buildings from later centuries, some ramshackle and open to the sky, yet the effect can only have been that of wonder to such a susceptible trio, mother and son shedding (as they would have thought) the gloom and stigma of rented rooms for such inestimable grandeur. Newstead Abbey, a massive structure of grey granite, with Gothic arches and Gothic windows, the scene of orgies and rituals, and was said to be presided over by the ghost of a black-hooded monk who stalked the empty galleries at night, avenging the crime of its being converted from a place of worship to a place of hedonism.

Inside, haunted rooms, vaulted passages, a cloister and an armoire, where some of the Wicked Lord’s pistols had escaped the clutches of the creditors. In the main bedroom, which Byron promptly assigned to himself, hung the iron sword with which the Wicked Lord had slain his cousin and the family arms depicting a mermaid flanked by two chestnut horses and bearing the motto ‘Crede Byron’. Never mind that it was a ruin, one wing open to the sky, the refectory serving as a hayshed, cattle in the cloisters, it was his magic Castle. Joe  Murray, the old truculent servant who had been used to the madman’s ways, resented the presence of the hot-tempered mother, who complained about the dirt and disorder, and of the precocious son with his airs. Byron’s conduct was that of musts, insisting that he be waited upon, that he be allowed to do pistol shooting, even indoors if he felt like it, and that he be allowed to carry loaded pistols in his waistcoat pockets, a habit which he adopted for life. Furious that the forest had been felled, he planted an acorn and said, somewhat loftily, ‘As it prospers, so I shall prosper.’

Annesley Hall, the home of the slain Viscount Chaworth, was joined to Newstead by a long avenue of oaks, known as the Bridal Path, since the third Lord Byron had married Elizabeth, daughter of the Viscount. Mr Hanson, the family lawyer who was to administer the estate, had come from London to welcome them and noting Byron’s precociousness, remarked that there lived there a very pretty young cousin called Mary Ann, whom Byron might marry. The crisp rejoinder was - ‘What. Mr Hanson? The Capulets and the Montagues intermarry?’ Mary Ann would be another of those etherealised beings for whom he would fall into an ‘ebullition of passion’, except that her sighs were for a Mr Musters, a foxhunting gentleman, rumoured to be the illegitimate son of the Prince Regent, but according to Mary Ann’s parents ‘a monster of profligacy and depravity’.

He would meet cousins, aunts, great-aunts and by being the only boy among them he was duly spoilt. The first letter that Byron, aged eleven, penned to his Great-aunt Frances Byron Parker-Parkyns is arch and self-possessed: 






Dear Madam, - My Mamma being unable to write herself desires I will let you know that the potatoes are now ready  and you are welcome to them whenever you please - She begs you will ask Mrs Parkyns if she would wish the poney to go round by Nottingham or go home the nearest way as it is now quite well but too small to carry me - I have sent a young Rabbit which I beg Miss Frances will accept off and which I promised to send before - My Mamma desires her best compliments to you all in which I join - I am, Dear Aunt, Yours Sincerely,

BYRON

I hope you will excuse all blunders as it is the first letter I ever wrote.



 



By November the Abbey was freezing and damp, so that mother and son had to decamp, Byron with his nurse May Gray to the Parkyns cousins in nearby Southwell and Catherine travelling to London to plead with Mr Hanson to persuade Lord Carlisle, another distant cousin, to become Byron’s guardian, a duty he took on most reluctantly. For the period of Byron’s minority, Catherine having only £122 per annum of her own, pleaded with Lord Carlisle to use his influence to secure a pension from the Civil List, and so with his influence and the Duke of Portland’s, the King ordered the Prime Minister, Mr Pitt, to pay her £300 a year. But it was not enough to restore the Abbey or the outbuildings as she tried helplessly to set new rents for farm tenants and disentangle the legal knots by which the estate was encumbered. He would escape at night to go back and look at Newstead, his lost paradise and the rage at banishment was not dissimilar to that of Heathcliff in Wuthering Heights, Byron thought to be the partial inspiration for Emily Brontë’s brooding and thwarted hero.

Since the young Parkyns girls received private tuition from  a Mr Dummer Rogers, Byron decided that he must be treated likewise and wrote peremptorily to his mother in London: ‘Mr Rogers could attend me every night at a separate hour from the Miss Parkynses ... 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 Dunce, which you know I could never bear.’ Byron and Mr Rogers read Virgil and Cicero together, the tutor only too aware that his pupil was in torment from the contraption on his foot, but stoically determined that it should not be mentioned. Mr Lavender, a truss-maker from the General Hospital, who styled himself ‘surgeon’, had been engaged by Catherine to ensure that Byron would no longer be a ‘cripple’. Mr Lavender’s course of treatments was primitive, the deformed foot was rubbed with hot oil, then twisted and forced into a wooden contraption, so that Byron was in worse torture. When he came to London a year later and Mr Hanson brought him to a more experienced physician, a Dr Baillie, he must have raged at hearing the two men say that it was in infancy that the malformation should have been treated and so the blame heaped upon his mother was all the more vindictive.

Catherine came to be ostracised by her scornful son, Mr Hanson and his family, the dilettante Lord Carlisle. Dr Glennie, the headmaster at Dr Glennie’s academy in Dulwich, to which Byron was admitted at the age of eleven on Carlisle’s recommendation. He wrote of her thus - ‘Mrs Byron is a total stranger to English society and English manners, with an exterior far from prepossessing, a mind wholly without cultivation and the peculiarities of Northern opinions, Northern habits and Northern accent ... not a Madame de Lambert endowed with powers to retrieve the fortune and form the character and manners of a young nobleman, her son.’ In a  world of male sovreignty, poor Catherine did not stand a chance.

When a fellow pupil at Glennie’s school had said to him ‘Your mother is a fool’, Byron’s caustic retort was ‘I know it but you must not say so’. Her foolishness had become evident for him in her infatuation with a French dancing master, M. de Louis, whom she had met at Brompton, where she had gone to learn a few steps and then unwisely she had brought him to the school on visiting Sunday. Thereafter she was forbidden visits, but she came anyhow, screamed and harangued at the gate, causing Dr Glennie to describe her as one of the Furies. In a letter to his half-sister Augusta born in 1783, the child of Mad Jack and his first wife, Lady Amelia D’Arcy, who had eloped with him, leaving her husband, Lord Carmarthen, Byron sneered at his mother’s weakness, a woman who had ‘sunk’ her age, as he put it, a good six years, averring that she was only eighteen when he was born, whereas in fact she was just twenty-three. They were alike in their burning temperaments and yet unalike, the mother loud, gross-featured and provincial, Byron in dress and in manner already patrician and fastidious. His demands on her were not that of a son but of a tyrannical husband. No captive Negro, he would claim, ever longed for liberation as dearly as he.

 



‘To Harrow Boarding School he went.’ Dr Glennie wrote that Byron was ‘as little prepared as it is natural to suppose from two years of elementary instruction, thwarted by every art that could estrange the mind of youth from preceptor, from school and from all serious study’. John Cam Hobhouse, who would become Byron’s lifelong friend, provided an unvarnished perspective of English boarding schools, describing them as temples of fagging, flogging and homoerotic initiation.

Harrow, a mere twelve miles from London, with a view of Windsor and Oxford in the distance, was the boarding school for prospective dukes, marquises, earls, viscounts, lords, hons and baronets, many of whom were sent there at the tender age of six. Byron was just thirteen when he enrolled, but already he had acquired mastery over his mother, insisting, despite her meagre allowance from Chancery, he be togged out in keeping with his nobility. He had ticking trousers, buckskin breeches, a coat of superfine olive cloth, a new brace for his foot and a special padded built-up boot to hide the unseemliness of his shin.

At first he was made to feel his lameness ‘most bitterly’, jeered and bullied by older boys, something which in time he would address, by learning to fight, cultivating strength in chest, arms and lungs. The headmaster’s wife Mrs Drury recalled ‘the lame boy Birron struggling up the hill like a ship in a storm, without rudder or compass’. Her husband however saw that what had been submitted to his tutelage was ‘a wild mountain colt’, but he also recognised that the young boy had ‘mind in his eyes’. Schooling was rigorous, boys at their desks before six in the morning and by the light of a single tallow wick, reading, parsing and memorising the Greek and Latin texts. The classrooms were cold, the oak walls and benches blackened from the fire, birches and flogging stools for miscreants and laggards. Punishment of a more questionable kind featured in the dormitories at night, which were not supervised, boys bathing together and some, for a lesser fee, sharing a bed. Boys blessed with good looks, which certainly Byron was, were accorded female names and chosen as ‘bitches’ by the bigger boys for their sport. The pleasure of inflicting  ‘stripes’ was a precursor to greater intimacies. Those who declined got a cuffing or a kicking until they submitted. These grosser carryings-on were tempered in daylight with more ideal sentiments, tributes and verses from pupil to pupil. Byron’s school friendships were, as he said, ‘passions’ because of his violent disposition, first for a fellow peer, William Harness, aged ten, also lame, and when that led to estrangement it was John Fitzgibbon, Earl of Clare, whom Byron claimed to love ‘ad infinitum’, a love interrupted only by distance, claiming he could never hear the word ‘Clare’ without a murmur of the heart.
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