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  Introduction




  

    

      

        

          ’Tis strange, but true, for truth is always strange,




          Stranger than fiction.




          Don Juan, Lord Byron


        


      


    


  




  Ada Lovelace was the daughter of one of the world’s first true celebrities, a man whose poetry was read and likeness seen by everyone – except by her, for she was

  not allowed to see his likeness in its full romantic glory until she reached her twentieth year. She was brought up by her clever but embittered mother, Annabella, Lady Byron, whose aim, Byron

  protested in lines addressed to his daughter, was to ‘drain my blood from out thy being’, to make her everything he was not – mathematical, methodical, moral, scientific. And

  Annabella’s efforts apparently succeeded. Ada rejected poetry in favour of mathematics, art in favour of science. She worked with some of the most interesting and important scientists of the

  day, figures like Andrew Crosse, a researcher into electrical power who was said to be a model for Mary Shelley’s Dr Frankenstein, and Charles Babbage, the inventor of calculating engines. It

  was the latter collaboration that provided the connection with computers, as in 1843 she wrote a paper about Babbage’s most ambitious invention, the Analytical Engine. This paper contains the

  first published example of what could be called a computer program – written over a century before the emergence of the technology needed to run it.




  However, as we shall see, Ada’s scientific career took her far beyond an interest in mechanical computation. She began to dabble with dangerous new ideas – mesmerism, phrenology,

  materialism. She experimented with social and sexual conventions, too. She was flirtatious, outspoken and often shocking; she consorted with people at the margins of society as

  well as those at the heart of it; she rebelled against the impositions of her gentility and gender; she yearned for financial independence, for fame, to escape the expectations of her peers, to

  become a ‘completely professional person’.




  She tried for all this at a time when so much was becoming possible. Her life spanned the era that began with the Battle of Waterloo and ended with the Great Exhibition – a period of

  barely forty years that saw the world utterly transformed. This was the age when social, intellectual and technological developments opened up deep fissures in culture, when romance began to split

  away from reason, instinct from intellect, art from science. Ada came to embody these new polarities. She struggled to reconcile them, and they tore her apart.




  *




  Just as the formation of the earth and the evolution of life have passed through various eras and aeons – the Devonian, the Permian, the Triassic, the Jurassic – so

  has human history and culture: the Medieval, the Renaissance, the Enlightenment, the Romantic, the Victorian, the Modern. Every historian uses such categories, every historian adapts or questions

  them. Any work on the Romantic Movement considers whether there was ever any such thing, any analysis of the Victorian Age discusses its obstinate refusal to coincide with the reign of Queen

  Victoria. We even have ‘long’ and ‘short’ centuries. Some have argued, for example, that for historical purposes the nineteenth century began not in 1800 but in 1789, and

  did not end until 1914.




  It is right to be suspicious of these slices through the historical record. The divisions are not obvious and are sometimes arbitrary. They are not like rings in a tree trunk or layers in

  sedimentary rock. Nevertheless, despite overlappings and interminglings, patterns seem to be discernible. Lines can be drawn, or at least lightly pencilled in. In the final decades of the

  eighteenth century and the beginning of the nineteenth, poems, paintings, journals and novels – the fossil record of cultural history – show a distinct change in character. Poets begin

  to write about new themes, thinkers to think about new ideas. These changes do not amount to a coordinated artistic or conceptual movement, more a ‘mood’, as one

  observer put it. But what a mood – a real, raging passion, which we now know as Romanticism.




  Romanticism was a scream of protest and cry of anguish against a world emptied of spirituality – the legacy of that lower stratum in the rock face of human civilization, the Enlightenment.

  Religion in some quarters seemed to be in headlong retreat – the hand of God cuffed by the discoveries of Copernicus, Galileo and Newton. The Romantics were on the lookout for something to

  take His place, and alighted upon themselves. They discovered that, given free reign, their own imagination, a faculty previously dismissed as a mere species of ‘fancy’, could give them

  the creative power of any deity. They could invent new ideas, behaviours, moralities, worlds! Just as Prometheus, the mythological hero of Romanticism, brought down from the gods the divine gift of

  fire, so the Romantic poets brought humanity the divine gift of imagination.




  Artists were not the only ones to surge with this new sense of power. Scientists, too, began to believe that they could manage without God. Though centuries of repression at the hands of the

  ecclesiastical authorities meant that they were often reluctant to declare so openly, many were now convinced that the cosmos, the natural world, life itself were not divine miracles, but the mere

  flatus of physical mechanics. And, using the scientific method, they were ready to prove it.




  Thus we find mixed together in the sediment of the later eighteenth and early nineteenth century signs of new, nimble species of artist and scientist ready to challenge the dominance of the

  great dinosaurs of divinity that had ruled the world since the Middle Ages.




  We also find something else: a sudden and catastrophic environmental change. A new force comes into play, shaping the world in which these creatures live, accelerating their evolution. That

  force is technology, and the era that erupts out of it is the Victorian Age.




  We think of the period in which we now live, already dubbed the ‘Information Age’, as one of unprecedented technological change. However, the first decades of the Victorian Age saw

  transformations just as dramatic, if not more so – of time, travel, wealth, health, power and speed. This was when the first, fast, far-reaching public transport and communications systems

  emerged: the railway network, the postal service, the electric telegraph. This was when a person could for the first time travel from London to Edinburgh in less than a day rather

  than two weeks, and news could travel the same distance in an instant; when the urban population overtook the rural one; when London was transformed into the world’s first modern metropolis;

  when steam power enabled the mass production of everything from pins to newspapers; when state education, democratic government and public sanitation made their first tentative appearances. The

  effects of industrialization and mechanization were felt across all levels of society, each new development feeding another in a chain reaction that shook the world, and shakes it still.




  Most women of Ada’s class were insulated from these seismic shifts, but she felt every tremor. Even her body seemed to resonate. Her health was assailed by the diseases that defined the

  age, nervous disorders such as hysteria, infectious illnesses such as cholera. But it was in her response to the cultural climate of the time that she particularly captured what had come to be

  called the ‘spirit of the age’ – a phrase freshly minted for an era that seemed to be haunted with a sense of anticipation and uncertainty.




  *




  The ‘two cultures’ divide between the arts and sciences is now generally treated almost as a genteel dispute, a matter of a slight misunderstanding. If only

  scientists were a little clearer with their language, if only artists were a little broader in their interests, one could be happily united with the other. But in Ada’s time, this division

  was more ominous, marking the boundary between two world-views that would soon be at war.




  To begin with, most of the Romantics rather liked science. They saw it as a promising source of exciting new ideas for their work. Poets should follow in the steps of scientists, Wordsworth

  wrote, ‘carrying sensation into the midst of the objects of science itself’. ‘The remotest discoveries of the chemist, the botanist, or mineralogist, will be as proper objects of

  the poet’s art as any upon which it can be employed,’ he announced.




  Samuel Taylor Coleridge may have thought one Shakespeare or Milton was worth five hundred Isaac Newtons, but he too was drawn to scientific ideas, which seeped even into the

  supernaturalism of his masterpiece ‘The Rime of the Ancient Mariner’. Science had paved ‘the common road to all departments of knowledge,’ he once wrote, ‘and, to this

  moment, it has been pursued with an eagerness and almost epidemic enthusiasm which, scarcely less than its political revolutions, characterise the spirit of the age.’




  However, just as these artists appeared to succumb to this ‘epidemic enthusiasm’, many started to rebel against it. In his Prelude, Wordsworth, having told his fellow poets

  to follow in the footsteps of scientists, now began to wonder where they might be taken. These ‘natural philosophers’, as scientists were then known, should be condemned as




  

    

      

        

          Sages who in their prescience would control




          All accidents, and to the very road




          Which they have fashion’d would confine us down




          Like engines . . .


        


      


    


  




  Coleridge’s ‘common road’ was now reduced to a railway track, to be traversed without any hope of deviation or diversion.




  For their part, the scientists were generally surprisingly respectful of their artistic counterparts. However, they would not defer to them. No aspect of nature and life was allowed to lie

  beyond their reach. By the mid-nineteenth century, the physician and mesmerist John Elliotson was using Coleridge’s drug-induced poetical effusions as examples of the pathology of

  ‘diseased sleep’, proving that, to the scientist, the eccentric behaviour of poets no more transcended the scientific order of things than the eccentric orbit of planets.




  Such hubris was not new. In 1754 the abbé Nicolas Trublet, an influential critic and philosopher, confidently declared that poetry was about to become obsolete. ‘As reason

  is perfected, judgement will more and more be preferred to imagination, and, consequently, poets will be less appreciated,’ he wrote. ‘The first writers, it is said, were poets. I can

  well believe it: they could hardly be anything else. The last writers will be philosophers.’




  And a century before that the poets were already becoming concerned, Milton himself attacking the astronomers for their attempts to ‘gird the sphere’. By the early

  nineteenth century the girds had become tighter than ever before. Technology meant that science was not just interpreting the world, but changing it. From now on, all a poet could apparently do was

  stand and watch as the laws of mechanics and mathematics, enacted by engineers and technicians, caused the scientific realm to materialize relentlessly before their very eyes. Subjective experience

  was to be subordinated to objective measurement, fictional imaginings to factual observations.




  The enduring attraction of the Romantics was that at this crucial moment they did not just stand and watch. They challenged the very idea of uniformity, of laws of nature as well as God, and

  threatened to see if they could break them. In so doing they kept art – indeed, some would argue our very humanity – alive.




  Ada’s life reveals the flow of this great tide of history just at the point it reached its spring. This book attempts to chart her struggles with the powerful eddies and currents it set in

  motion, one woman’s heroic swim across the Hellespont of history, through turbulent waters that in years to come would engulf us all.




  







  
CHAPTER ONE




  A Thing of Dark Imaginings
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  ADA WAS PROBABLY HARD AT WORK in the library studying Dionysius Lardner’s hefty Analytical Treatise on Plane and Spherical

  Trigonometry when the carriage took a tangent off the London road and followed the gentle arc leading to Ockham Park. Its cargo was a large flat package – a Christmas present from her

  mother Annabella, Lady Byron. To innocent eyes, the gift sealed inside would have seemed a generous and fitting one: a precious heirloom that celebrated the bloodline which Ada, just married and

  expecting her first child, was carrying into future generations. Those familiar with Ada’s life and susceptibilities would have thought differently. To them it was a potential parcel bomb. If

  handled incorrectly, it could devastate its recipient’s life the moment it was opened.




  Someone was on hand to try to prevent this from happening: Ada’s mentor, Dr William King. He was currently resident at her new marital home to keep an eye on her. A physician, lunatic

  asylum manager, devout evangelical Christian and enthusiastic promoter of the Cooperative Movement, Dr King knew a lot about moral incontinence, the disease it was feared Ada had inherited from her

  father Lord Byron. It was he who had saved her from ruination by prescribing a course of trigonometry and sums, the study of which he promised would stop her having the ‘objectionable

  thoughts’ that constantly assailed her, and would cultivate the sense of discipline she so badly needed.




  The medicine had apparently worked. Barely a year after she had nearly plunged to her destruction and dragged her mother down with her, she had married the very respectable William, Lord King

  (no relation of his namesake, the good doctor), become pregnant, acquired a reputation as an intellectual bright light in the scientific firmament of London, and for the first time shown herself to

  be properly submissive to her mother’s will. There was now not a trace of her father’s romanticism or old Regency licentiousness in her. She was a thoroughly modern

  young woman, an example of what her gender could become in the Victorian age that would be inaugurated in eighteen months’ time.




  Thus it was decided that she was ready to receive the present that even now approached her husband’s elegant, Italianate country seat, trundling past the intricate geometry of ice crystals

  that had formed on the frosted hedgerows and frozen puddles, towards the line of servants standing in perpendicular attention next to the entrance to receive it.




  Lord King himself would have supervised the package being carried into the house and prepared for its presentation. He liked to organize, one of many merits that had won him such adulation from

  his mother-in-law. For the actual unveiling, however, Dr King would have been required too. Ada’s mother Annabella had no doubt insisted on it, to monitor her daughter’s response.




  Possibly even the clipped wings of Dr King’s emotions experienced a little flutter when the moment arrived for the present to be opened. What would Ada do? After so much mathematical

  training, after so much exposure to the latest ideas about natural philosophy and physical laws, would her reaction be a scientific one – an act of detached observation focused by a certain

  amount of curiosity? Or would it be of a more dangerous sort, an unreasoning, instinctive, passionate engagement with what she saw?




  The sealed casket was opened, the packaging removed, and there it was. For the first time in her life Ada, the daughter of Lord Byron, beheld in its full romantic glory the life-size face of her

  father.




  The portrait of Byron that Annabella had given her was by Thomas Phillips. It created the image by which its fabulous subject would be for ever recognized. It depicted him dressed in Albanian

  costume, clasping a ceremonial sword, his high forehead wrapped in a billowing turban with a braided silk tassel that cascaded over his shoulder like a tress of hair, his long, smooth jawline

  containing just a hint of the shape of Ada’s own, his cupid’s-bow lips framed by a pencil-thin moustache above and a prominent dimpled chin below, his eyes . . . those eyes –

  years ago, a girl visiting Byron in his bachelor rooms just days before his marriage to Ada’s mother stared into them and declared them the finest in the world, large,

  grey, with long dark lashes making them black: ‘I never did behold such eyes before or since.’




  It was a picture Ada had passed many times. When as a little girl she had stayed with her grandparents at their Leicestershire seat, Kirkby Mallory, it had hung over the mantelpiece. When her

  mother had taken refuge at Kirkby just a year after her marriage to Byron and a month after her daughter’s birth, a green curtain was drawn over it.




  The little girl acquainted at so early an age with this strangely explicit act of concealment may not have questioned it, nor the censorship of her father’s poetry, nor the distance that

  was kept between her and her affectionate aunt Augusta – until Byron’s death, the only connection the girl had with her exiled father. But she would have known that her father

  represented a threat. Everyone from the servants to the local parson’s daughter had been told that he might snatch her away at any time, and drag her down like Persephone to the Hades of his

  dissolute existence. While she was at Kirkby she was to be kept under the constant surveillance of servants to protect her from ‘agents’ assumed to be lurking in the grounds, waiting to

  abduct her. Her protective grandmother became convinced one of the maids was in league with these kidnappers and scheming to let them in at night while the rest of the household slept, so she kept

  loaded pistols next to her bed to fight them off.




  Now, just turned twenty, armed with the reflective shield of science and Victorian morality, Ada could safely behold this moral Medusa, and apparently did so without flinching. A satisfied Dr

  King could reassure himself that his remedy had worked, that she had passed the ultimate test, confronted the man whose countenance was so dangerous that even a glance at his face was once

  considered potentially fatal. As Lady Lovell, a friend of Ada’s mother, had warned her own daughter when she spotted Byron during a visit to Rome: ‘Don’t look at him,

  he’s dangerous to look at.’




  *




  On 25 March 1812 another young twenty-year-old woman dared look upon that dangerous face. Annabella Milbanke was watching Byron attentively from the other

  side of the drawing room at Melbourne House, where they were attending a morning party given by Lady Caroline Lamb, Annabella’s flamboyant London cousin. Annabella observed the young poet as

  a zoologist would an unfamiliar species of exotic creature in its sultry jungle habitat, noting minutely the way he kept covering his mouth with his hand, how his lips would curl

  (‘thicken’, as she put it) with disdain, his eyes roll with impatience. She saw Byron in his full plumage, in other words, which he himself poetically captured two years later in

  Lara:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              There was in him a vital scorn of all:




              As if the worst had fall’n which could befall




              He stood a stranger in this breathing world,




              An erring spirit from another hurled;




              A thing of dark imaginings . . .


            


          


        


      


    


  




  Most women were unable to resist this thing of dark imaginings, but Annabella could. She was too clever, too self-possessed to fall for him. She only noted how disgustingly the panting gaggle of

  girls surrounding him fawned, and passed on to observe with equal condescension the other specimens parading themselves around the room.




  That evening, though, she felt obliged to find out a little more about the rare creature she had seen. She learned from one acquaintance, the mother of a Cambridge friend, that Byron’s

  feelings were ‘dreadfully perverted’; another told her that he was – she hardly dared breathe the word – an ‘infidel’.




  Annabella already knew that he was a celebrity, a species that was still extremely rare. As Elizabeth, Duchess of Devonshire, observed, not even the Napoleonic Wars then raging across the

  Channel could rival him for attention: ‘The subject of conversation, of curiosity, of enthusiasm almost, one might say, of the moment, is not Spain or Portugal, Warriors or Patriots, but Lord

  Byron!’ His books sold in quantities that would rival any published in the twentieth century. Ten thousand copies of The Corsair were bought on the day of publication. It appeared

  when the population of Britain was a fifth of its current size and when less than half that population could read or write, and that rate of sale puts Byron’s work on a par

  with Diana: Her True Story in Her Own Words – the best-selling book in British publishing history.




  His popularity became so great traffic jams would form outside his house in St James’s Street as cabs and couriers jostled to deliver invitations to his door. Samuel Rogers, a poet then

  (as now) better known for knowing Byron than writing poems, observed caustically that all requests for the pleasure of his company carried the imploring postscript, ‘Pray, could you not

  contrive to bring Lord Byron with you?’




  The cause of Byron’s fame was Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage, which was published on 10 March of that miraculous 1812, and sold out within three days. In this great poetic

  travelogue he created the archetype of the romantic hero, first tragic, then Satanic, then melancholic. And this hero, this Childe Harold was – everyone knew it, though he then denied it

  – himself. It was him who had really run through Sin’s long labyrinth, who had loved one who alas! could ne’er be his (plenty of speculation as to who that might be). It was him

  who, drugg’d with pleasure, almost longed for woe, and from his native land had resolved to go . . .




  

    

      

        

          Ah, happy she! to ’scape from him whose kiss





          Had been pollution unto aught so chaste;




          Who soon had left her charms for vulgar bliss,




          And spoil’d her goodly lands to gild his waste . . .


        


      


    


  




  There was a hint of something dreadful and dark in the background, unspecified, but signs of which ‘in his maddest mirthful mood’ would flash along his brow. What

  could it be? What had he done, this young lord who wrote such potent poems by day, and by night would frolic with friends in the ancient abbey of Newstead, his ancestral seat in the middle of

  Sherwood Forest, where they would dress up as monks and quaff claret out of skulls plundered from the old monastic burial ground? Whatever it was he had done, it had left him, like the age he so

  brilliantly captured in his poetry, ruined and ready for redemption, and the idea began slowly to form in Annabella’s solemn mind that her destiny was to be his redeemer.




  It is an indication of Annabella’s self-confidence that she considered it possible that she would even be noticed by such a man. She was, after all, just a country girl,

  the only child of a humble provincial baronet and Whig MP from the far north of England. She was by no means beautiful, though she had a good figure and, as Byron himself would later observe, the

  sweetest pippin cheeks.




  Nevertheless, there was something about her. She was ‘quite the fashion’ during the 1812 season, she told her mother. ‘Mankind bow before me, and womankind think me

  somebody.’ She was barely exaggerating. Suitors tried to burrow their way into her affections like looters into a rich pharaoh’s tomb, and all of them were repulsed by the

  impenetrable wall of her reserve.




  One of her attractions was that, through multiple accidents of birth, she had become the heiress presumptive to the venerable and substantial estates of her uncle Lord Wentworth, who had no

  children of his own and had recently fallen into ill health. She also had some high-powered family connections. Her father, Sir Ralph, was brother to Elizabeth, wife of Viscount Melbourne. Lady

  Melbourne was a powerful, clever, beautiful Regency socialite and courtesan. She was a matriarch of the louche London world that had emerged in the eighteenth century and would soon disappear from

  the nineteenth. She represented the life that would so disgust her Victorian successors, the life of late breakfasts, languid luncheons,




  

    

      

        

          Then dress, then dinner, then awakes the world!





          Then glare the lamps, then whirl the wheels, then roar




          Through street and square fast flashing chariots, hurled




          Like harnessed meteors . . .


        


      


    


  




  It was her ladyship who was to push Annabella into this whirl, and bring her closer to the man then at its hub, Byron.




  However, Annabella had something beyond rank and connections that allowed her to think she might attract the attention of such a celebrated man. She, like him, was considered to exist on a plane

  that floated above the fripperies of society, he elevated by his poetical genius, she by her intellect and piety. He was the Prince of Passion, and she, as he later dubbed her, the Princess of

  Parallelograms.




  She acquired her reputation as a precocious intellectual not just from her manner, which could be decidedly humourless and haughty, but from her knowledge of the latest ideas

  and philosophies. While others used the London season to indulge the body, she saw it as an opportunity to improve her mind. She attended lectures and read books on the latest ideas, seizing every

  opportunity to track significant new developments in science and religion, art and literature. She was as interested in geology as poetry, in rock formations as Romanticism. She even dabbled in

  scientific esoterica – mesmerism, phrenology and mnemonics – and unorthodox theologies, such as Socinianism, which upheld the existence of God but denied the divinity of Jesus and the

  Christian sacrament.




  She could do all this without any risk of disturbing the bedrock of her principles because of her extraordinary powers of self-control. Since the age of thirteen she had resolved to expunge any

  shred of romantic attachment to the heroes and heroines she read about in fiction and devote herself wherever possible to improving texts by great thinkers, poets and preachers. From then on, even

  the most inflaming texts were to be considered in the same cold light of her austere rationality and rigid piety. Childe Harold, for example, interested her but apparently did not excite

  her. It was the work of a mannerist, she pronounced, but allowed that its author demonstrated some understanding of deep feeling and human nature.




  Thus she could coolly tell her mother that even when she saw Byron that day at Melbourne House, she felt no need to make an ‘offering at the shrine of Childe Harold’.




  For the next few weeks she was quite content to continue with making her observations of the rituals of sexual selection then being enacted in the dazzling parties and grand balls held across

  London. With her trained zoological eye, she noted how the ‘Superfine Ladies’ had developed a habit of suggestively sweeping up their gowns from around their ankles before sitting down,

  and the way their dresses ‘horribly caricatured’ nature. She observed the various calls of the different species of socialite, how one group (which included Lady Caroline Lamb) affected

  a sheep-like ‘baa’ sound in its speech, while another (the ‘Greville’ set) adopted ‘a languid, listless, languishing, lifeless sha’

  and yet another (the ‘Blues’) a characteristic bray.




  She also entertained herself with a little poetry writing. She composed a short verse on what she dubbed ‘Byromania’, a not entirely convincing satire on the hero-worship from which

  she assumed herself to be immune:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              

                

                  Reforming Byron with his magic sway


                


              




              Compels all hearts to love him and obey –




              Commands our wounded vanity to sleep,




              Bids us forget the Truths that cut so deep . . .


            


          


        


      


    


  




  *




  On 13 April Annabella went to a party given by her friend Lady Gosford. Byron – ‘the comet of the year’, Annabella now labelled him – was there, and he

  ‘shone with his customary glory’.




  On this occasion, she was no longer content to observe the object of her interest from afar. She wanted an introduction, and hoped the instrument for achieving one might be the suitor currently

  forced to dangle humiliatingly from the upper reaches of her lofty pride, William John Bankes. Bankes had been a friend of Byron’s at Cambridge. It was his presentation copy of Childe

  Harold received from the author that Annabella had originally read.




  Bankes, unfortunately, had other ideas. Sensing he was in the presence of a rival, he started to obstruct Annabella’s efforts, holding her in conversation while she darted hungry glances

  over his shoulder at her quarry.




  Perhaps the least forgivable aspect of Bankes’s behaviour, which doomed him to eventual rejection, was that he forced Annabella’s hand. As the evening, and the opportunities to

  achieve her objective, were drawing to a close, she was compelled to shake him off and contrive an introduction with Byron on her own.




  The great poet was friendly, and flatteringly indicated that he knew of her, in particular her connection with Joseph Blacket. This was not a diplomatic choice of subject. Blacket was

  Annabella’s protégé, a humble cobbler and aspiring poet whom she and her mother Judith had nurtured into publication. Judith had put him up in a cottage on

  the Milbanke family estate and sustained him with little parcels of cash conveyed by servants. In return for this he wrote touching poems on themes suggested by his patrons, read and complimented

  Annabella’s own poetical efforts, and expired romantically at the age of twenty-three.




  Byron had treated his fellow poet very differently. He snootily caricatured him in his collection English Bards and Scotch Reviewers as little more than a poetic peasant, ‘the

  tenant of a stall’ with ‘a pen less pointed than his awl’, who had given up his store of shoes and now ‘cobbles for the Muse’.




  Confronted by the poor man’s patron, Byron was more charitable. She was kind, he told Annabella, to support him, and gravely cautioned her against putting too much faith in a certain

  Samuel Pratt, the man who had been appointed Blacket’s literary executor. In 1809 Pratt had published a collection of Blacket’s work, which had been dedicated to the Milbankes. The

  proceeds from its publication were supposed to go to the child Blacket had left behind, and Byron suspected Pratt of pocketing them.




  Annabella was touched . . . and, after this first meeting, eager to be touched again.




  She sought him out on two further occasions that week, and with each encounter more powerful feelings seeped into the foundations of her self-assurance. They discussed questions concerning

  poetry and literature. Must a poet have experienced deep emotions in order to make his readers feel them? Byron argued not. Which was the best English novel? Byron cited Caleb Williams (a

  book Annabella would hear him mention again in very different, much darker circumstances).




  As they conversed, their views of each other began to change. He found her to be clever as well as confident. She did not flatter him nor respond to everything he said with fluttering eyelashes

  or inappropriately intense bursts of giggling.




  She, too, began to see something different. Indeed, what had begun as an act of observation became transformed into revelation. She suddenly noticed how truly handsome he was, how modest and

  well mannered, how much one of Nature’s gentlemen. He repented his sins – a close friend of Byron’s swore to her he did; he was alone, she had beheld impulses

  of sublime goodness that would burst through. ‘Do you think there is one person here who dares look into himself?’ he suddenly asked her in the middle of a crowded room. Then she

  overheard him saying, ‘I have not a friend in the world.’ Yes, he had – there and then, he had her. She would be his friend for ever!




  And so in a matter of a few weeks the woman who had arrived in London so sure of herself and the control she exercised over her emotions, who had been described by the mother of one of her

  spurned suitors as an icicle . . . melted. The moment had come for her to reveal who she really was, submit her true, naked self to Byron’s gaze – she would show him her poetry.




  *




  Among the verses she sent were these ‘Lines supposed to be spoken at the Grace of Dermody’. They were written when she was seventeen, about the poet Thomas Dermody

  who had died young from drink and disease:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              Degraded genius! o’er the untimely grave


            


          




          In which the tumults of thy breast were still’d,




          The rank weeds wave, and every flower that springs




          Withers, or ere it bloom. Thy dwelling here




          Is desolate, and speaks thee as thou wert,




          An outcast from mankind . . .


        


      


    


  




  The courier appointed by Annabella to deliver these lines about a dead degraded genius to a living one was Lady Caroline Lamb, the daughter-in-law of Annabella’s aunt, Lady Melbourne.




  Lady Caroline was, at the time, infatuated with Byron. Ever since she had read an advance copy of Childe Harold, she was determined she must know its author. She was warned that he bit

  his nails and had a club foot, but she did not mind if ‘he was as ugly as Æsop’.




  She quickly discovered that despite the foot and the nails he was by no means as ugly as Æsop, and, as soon she was able, embarked on an obsessive pursuit of him, of the man she famously

  dubbed ‘mad – bad – and dangerous to know’.




  Byron had suffered the uninvited attentions of several fans. There was Christina, for example, whose husband, Lord Falkland, had been killed in a duel while she was pregnant.

  She soon after produced a child, and Byron dropped £500 into the christening cup to help her provide for it. She interpreted this typically extravagant gesture as a betrothal, and proceeded

  to bombard him with declarations of love which Byron, in desperation, handed over to his lawyers.




  But with admirers like Lady Falkland he did not make the mistake he made with Lady Caroline: he did not have an affair with them.




  He must have calculated that it would be safe to dally with Caroline, as she was married and presumably unlikely to jeopardize the union by allowing their relationship to develop beyond the

  casual. At first he was fascinated by her – her thin, androgynous looks (Hobhouse dubbed her the ‘mad skeleton’), her unorthodox manners. Sometimes he felt quite affectionate

  towards her. But he soon went off her, and even became frightened of her. As his interest dwindled, hers multiplied, and following a pattern of behaviour that to contemporary eyes looks remarkably

  like celebrity stalking, she responded by pursuing him yet more obsessively, alternating gestures of adoration with acts of self-destruction and malice. When adoring, she stood outside houses he

  was visiting so she could see him; she pledged to give him her jewellery; she sent him locks of her pubic hair, demanding that the loss of blood she had suffered when she had cut ‘too

  close’ be reciprocated. When malicious, she threatened to kill either him or herself, sent forged letters signed in his name, set fire to his correspondence.




  While the pendulum of her emotions swung from one extreme to another, the mechanisms of her mind remained perfectly regulated. She developed ever more elaborate schemes designed both to pleasure

  Byron and to punish him, and Annabella now unwittingly became entangled in them.




  The poems Annabella had given Lady Caroline were interesting ammunition in their deliverer’s hands. They were sentimental, romantic, very nearly passionate, things that the haughty little

  Miss Milbanke herself tried so hard not to be. Caroline happily passed them on to Byron for his opinion, presumably in the expectation that Annabella would get the same treatment as the poor

  cobbler Blacket.




  Byron did not oblige. His reply to Lady Caroline, sent on 1 May 1812, was unexpectedly generous and candid. He thought there were glimpses of real talent, particularly in the

  lines on one of her favourite themes, the shoreline of Seaham, which were better than anything produced by Blacket. He was unable to get through the entire letter without a little satirical

  seasoning, and noted that he liked the Dermody lines so much he rather wished they had rhymed. Nevertheless, he wondered if there were any more samples of her work. Annabella was certainly an

  ‘extraordinary girl’, he observed – ‘who would imagine so much strength & variety of thought under that placid countenance?’ ‘I say all this very

  sincerely,’ he concluded. ‘I have no desire to be better acquainted with Miss Milbanke, she is too good for a fallen spirit to know or wish to know, & I should like her more if she

  was less perfect.’




  Byron invited Caroline to pass on to Annabella whatever of his opinions she thought proper.




  Caroline did exactly that, sending on the entire letter except for the last page, which she retained. On the face of it, if Caroline wanted to dispense with a rival for Byron’s affections,

  this would seem to be a self-defeating strategy. Byron’s warm reception for Annabella’s treasured poetic effusions, stripped of the final judgement that they were penned by a woman who

  was ‘too perfect’ for him, would surely be taken as encouragement. Perhaps, though, that was Caroline’s intention. Maybe she was being mischievous, using the letter to draw Byron

  and Annabella into a relationship that she must have guessed would ruin Annabella. It may seem impossible to imagine anyone being devious enough to concoct such a scheme, but, as subsequent events

  would demonstrate, a desperate Lady Caroline was very devious indeed.




  A few weeks later, Caroline sent Annabella a drunken, disjointed letter, bubbling with biblical warnings: Annabella was in danger, surrounded by worms, vulnerable to being snatched up by

  ‘fallen angels’ – Byron, of course – ‘who are ever too happy to twine themselves round the young Saplings they can reach’. Everything that comes into contact

  with London is tainted, not by ‘routs, Coxcombs & Gossips’ but by those who come in the guise of geniuses and heroes. If Annabella chose to live like Caroline,

  ‘playing ever on the verge of the precipice & every one almost wishing you in it’, then, for all the pleasures, she would endure ‘bitter bitter pain’.




  Annabella left no record of what she made of this strange epistle. At the time she received it, her feelings for Byron had momentarily cooled. She had seen him at several events and found him

  increasingly irritable and sarcastic. So what was Caroline playing at? Was this another example of her reverse psychology, another attempt to pique Annabella’s interest, rouse her redemptive

  instincts into action?




  If that was not the intention, it was certainly the effect. Ignoring Lady Caroline’s portents, Annabella began to allow her feelings for Byron to deepen again, to the extent that she

  sought reassurance that they were not in some manner diseased. She consulted the Milbankes’ family physician, Dr Fenwick of Durham, to help her sort them out. Dr Fenwick had treated her for

  chickenpox as small child, and was one of many with a deep, paternal attachment to her. He was supportive. It was impossible not to be interested in Byron, he wrote, and his poems demonstrated that

  he should surely be an object more of compassion than censure.




  Annabella spent the remaining weeks of the 1812 season in an uncharacteristically relaxed mood, her journal dotted with exclamations about attending parties and balls at which she ‘stayed

  till sunrise!’. As she prepared to leave London, she drew up a list of men she had got to know during the previous months: it ran to some twenty names, none of which seemed to excite her

  interest. Byron was not listed.




  And so he might have remained but for Lady Caroline Lamb. She had been dragged off to Ireland by her mother in an attempt to keep her out of trouble, but from there she continued to shower Byron

  with deranged letters. He made matters worse by replying to them, apparently in the hope of keeping her from doing something frantic (like returning to London). Feeling trapped and hounded, he put

  his ancestral home, the beautiful, romantic ruined abbey at Newstead, up for auction and made plans to leave the country.




  The Abbey did not even reach its reserve price. In desperation, Byron turned to Lady Melbourne, Caroline’s mother-in-law and Annabella’s aunt, for advice. She had

  become a close confidante, and, though several decades his senior, perhaps his lover. He wrote a letter begging her to help him get rid of Caroline.




  She needed evidence that he meant it – he had, after all, encouraged her by accepting, even inviting, her erotic overtures. So he provided evidence: he was, he blurted, ‘attached to

  another’ – Annabella Milbanke.




  He knew it was unconvincing, and the harder he tried to explain it, the less convincing it sounded: true, he had mentioned in his last two letters that he had no interest in any other woman, but

  he had been deceiving himself; yes, he had been writing to Caroline despite being told not to, but that was to pacify her; no, he knew nothing of Annabella’s financial situation (i.e., he was

  not after her money). Having exhausted all avenues of justification, he finally fell to supplication: Lady Melbourne must help set him free, ‘or’ – a hint here of his more

  familiar satirical tone breaking through – ‘at least change my fetters’.




  Lady Melbourne thought he was being ridiculous, and told him so, but he persisted. A few days later he came up with some new reasons for being interested in Annabella: she was of ‘high

  blood’, and he still harboured prejudices which made this an attraction; she was clever, amiable and pretty – but not so pretty as to attract the attentions of rivals. ‘As to

  Love, that is done in a week . . . Besides, marriage goes on better with esteem & confidence than romance.’ Lady Melbourne was still unconvinced, so he finally came clean.

  ‘. . . Nothing but marriage and a speedy one can save me,’ he wailed. And if he could not marry Annabella, then it would have to be ‘the very first woman who does not

  look as if she would spit in my face’.




  *




  Byron had sent his imploring letters to Lady Melbourne at the end of September 1812. In the early days of October, Annabella said farewell to yet another suitor, the poor

  William Bankes, who back in the spring had so irritated her by frustrating her efforts to talk to Byron for the first time. After he had taken his final leave of her, she noted down her opinion of

  him in her diary: he was feeble, incapable of ever expressing what he really thought because he was so anxious to say what he thought people wanted to hear.




  That was when she received a proposal of marriage from Byron via her aunt, together with extracts from the letters he had written to justify the match.




  She knew she had to reject it and, as with William Bankes, worked out exactly why by sitting down and composing a ‘character’, a considered analysis of the person’s qualities

  and weaknesses. Whereas Bankes’s ‘character’ was an assassination executed in just three sentences, Byron’s was dwelt upon over a period of days and ran to several pages.

  The resulting document clearly identified the reason why they should never unite, together with all the excuses she could think of to ignore it.




  Translating from her almost technical language, she described a man with a very superior intellect oppressed by the tyrannical rule of the passions. He lived for the moment, since he had no

  faith nor any belief in an afterlife, yet his ‘love of goodness’ and hatred of human weaknesses showed that he was fundamentally moral. He was impulsive, easily provoked into

  malevolence, but then recovered and repented. He opened his heart to those he regarded as good, and was humble towards those he respected.




  Annabella clearly numbered herself among those he regarded as good and those he respected – encouraged by the proposal she had received from Lady Melbourne, she even thought she was the

  only one he saw in such a way. So that provided at least one reason why he should want to marry her. Another was a chance to escape the misery resulting from his ‘restless

  inconsistency’. He lamented the lack of ‘tranquillity’ in his life, and wanted to concentrate on his writing. Annabella, with her devout principles, her seriousness, her maturity,

  her disdain of flippancy and fads and her circle of close friends – each one of them prototypes of bourgeois Victorian probity – was an obvious candidate to provide this

  tranquillity.




  In a subsequent letter to a friend, she continued her exhaustive exploration for reasons to accept him. She was not, she decided, afraid of his passions, because they were an aspect of his

  goodness, which she regarded as more sincere than the ‘systematic goodness of colder characters’ (she did not include herself in this category). And it was

  all a part of his ‘genius’. The meaning of the word has changed over the years. In the period she was writing it was not, as it is now, reserved to describe people with transcendental

  intellect and imagination (though, in Byron’s case, he was regarded as a genius in that sense too). Rather, she was referring to what he was born with, his innate wit and imagination. Such

  genius was, she concluded, a requisite of any successful marriage, because it enabled one spouse to understand the other. Indeed, she went further: marriages built on the expectation of contentment

  were often unhappy ones.




  Thus Annabella laboured to justify what her heart so evidently wanted, but her mind knew to be impossible. But even she could not out-argue her own remorseless rationality: a union of passion

  and intellect would, she knew, never work.




  She sent her rejection via Lady Melbourne, together with the character sketch she had laboured over – clear evidence of her interest in him. And Lady Melbourne added a covering note,

  asking him to treat the rejection gently. He happily did so, pledging never to raise the subject again, and hoping they would become good friends as a result. His heart had never been much

  concerned with the business, except that it provided an opportunity for Lady Melbourne to become his relation.




  In subsequent letters to Lady Melbourne he revisited the subject, more in amusement than rancour. Having read Annabella’s character of him, he now seemed to have formulated his own

  character of her. He concluded she was a creature more at home with numbers and lines than words and imagery. He dubbed her the ‘fair Philosopher’, the ‘amiable

  Mathematician’, a ‘Princess of Parallelograms’. ‘Her proceedings are quite rectangular, or rather we are two parallel lines prolonged to infinity side by side but never to

  meet.’ He was right, but little did he realize that, for him, Annabella would soon be prepared to try to break the laws of geometry.




  Silence followed. Both Annabella and Byron made their rounds of the following London season, seeing each other, but not talking. In her journal, there are occasional jottings: ‘Lord Byron

  makes no profit by his publications’ . . . ‘Lord Byron never suffers the slightest hint in disrespect to Religion to pass at his table’ . . . ‘went to

  Lady Spencer’s where I saw Lord Byron at a distance for the first time this year’ . . . ‘again saw Lord Byron, but without renewing my acquaintance with him’. Two parallel

  lines . . .




  Spring passed into summer, there was another rejection, this time of Frederick Douglas, Lord Glenbervie’s heir. Then, at a party given by the spurned Douglas’s mother, Annabella saw

  Byron for the first time with Augusta, and her feelings for him seemed to be instantly and irreversibly transformed.




  *




  Augusta was Byron’s half-sister by Captain John Byron. ‘Mad Jack’, as he was known, was a ne’er-do-well of the first order, a Guardsman who gave up the

  army to live a life of dissipation in London, where he had an affair with the lovely Amelia, Lady Carmarthen. She was divorced by her husband the Marquis when the affair became public, and she

  married Mad Jack. They lived extravagantly in London on the £4,000 per year allowance she received from her father until they ran out of money and were forced by creditors to flee to France.

  There, in 1784, she gave birth to Augusta, the only one of three children she bore him to survive infancy.




  After Amelia’s death a year later, Mad Jack returned to England and prowled the ballrooms of Bath in search of a replacement heiress. He soon alighted upon the dumpy but rich Catherine

  Gordon of Gight, whom he promptly married. Two years later he had squandered her fortune and estates, impregnated her, and was fleeing back to France. Despite being heavily pregnant, she chased

  after him. No sooner had she found him than she was handed his sickly daughter, Augusta, to care for. Catherine nursed the girl back to health and returned to England, taking Augusta with her. On

  Tuesday, 22 January 1788, living on her own in a rented flat behind Oxford Street in London, she gave birth to a son with a club foot. Though her husband had temporarily returned to London to

  harass her for handouts, he failed to turn up to his son’s christening, so she named him George Gordon after her father, who had committed suicide by throwing himself into the Bath Canal in

  1779.




  Annabella would have known a great deal of this history when she saw Byron and Augusta together. What she would not have known was the nature of the relationship developing

  between them – but she immediately saw that it was something special. Augusta was, in the perceptive assessment of one of Annabella’s grandchildren, extremely loveable – an

  unusual quality among an elite of such unlovely people. With Byron, she was cheerful, childish and playful, and he, as Annabella now saw, responded by being comical and affectionate, revealing a

  gentle side that she had never seen before, and to which she felt strongly drawn.




  Annabella decided she wanted to renew her acquaintance with Byron, and searched with uncharacteristic desperation for a pretext. The one she found was almost pitifully transparent. She sent a

  letter to her aunt, Lady Melbourne, reporting a rumour that Byron had behaved badly towards the ‘imprudent youth’ who had just bought Newstead. She had decided to write, she tortuously

  explained, because she was not going to be seeing Byron again, and wanted it made plain to him that she disbelieved such gossip and was sure he had acted correctly.




  In fact, the ‘imprudent youth’ was a Lancashire lawyer called Thomas Claughton. He had agreed on a price of £140,000 for the Abbey, but finding he could not raise the money was

  now resorting to various legal devices to delay having to pay the £25,000 deposit.




  Lady Melbourne dutifully passed on Annabella’s awkward overture to Byron, but he was too preoccupied to respond and left it up to Lady Melbourne to do the job, which she did in her most

  diplomatic manner.




  It was not much, but it was enough. Annabella used the slender excuse of Lady Melbourne’s letter to send off one of her own directly to Byron. It was long, very long; Annabella’s

  authorized biographer Ethel Colburn Mayne described it as ‘one of the longest letters in the world, containing some of the longest words in the English language’, and she was being

  kind.




  The letter begins with a desperate attempt to correct Byron’s mistaken impression of her. She may appear to him serene, she wrote, but that did not mean she was a ‘stranger to

  care’, or that her future was secure. She too could nurture strong feelings, ‘deeply, & secretly’. If she had admonished his behaviour, it was not the

  result of ‘cold calculation’, because she had suffered too, suffered as he had suffered.




  She recalled their early encounters, ‘when I was far from supposing myself preferred by you’. She had studied his character, and had observed that he was in a ‘desolate

  situation’. She could see he was surrounded by worthless cronies and feckless friends. He was flattered and persecuted. How she had felt for him, felt with him. And how she had

  yearned to be able to ignore social manners and express her true feelings.




  She cared about his welfare not because she was blind to his errors, but because of the strength and generosity of his feelings, his pure sense of moral rectitude, which could not be perverted

  by the ‘practice of Vice’. He had told Lady Melbourne in the past that, despite her rejection of him as a husband, he was still prepared to conform to her wishes, and she was now ready

  to hold him to that promise, which she was entitled to do because her only concern was his happiness. She begged him to stop being a ‘slave of the moment’, to do good, to love mankind,

  to tolerate his infirmities, to feel benevolence towards others . . . the list goes on and on, as will the steps he will have to climb to reach his salvation.




  Finally, she asks him to keep what she has just written secret, particularly from Lady Melbourne, with whom she shared little sympathy, and who might therefore read designs into her words.




  Byron’s reply was quick and, as he pointed out (twice), brief. After a few words in defence of Lady Melbourne, he announced that he could not trust himself to be her friend –

  ‘I doubt whether I could help loving you’. ‘I cannot yet profess indifference,’ he concluded, but ‘I fear that must be the first step’.




  Annabella’s response was briefer yet, and spoke volumes: ‘I will trouble you no more.’




  There, of course, it could have, and should have ended: all square, their lives carrying on along parallel – more likely, diverging lines, never to meet. But it was not to be. The lines

  were jumped and the result was calamity.




  *




  Earlier, Annabella had sent Lady Melbourne an outline of her idea of a model husband, which Lady Melbourne had shown to Byron. It provoked him to compare her

  to Clarissa, the eponymous heroine of Samuel Richardson’s novel. Clarissa was a well-bred young lady ‘of great Delicacy, mistress of all the Accomplishments, natural and acquired, that

  adorn the Sex’, whose sense of infallibility led her into a ruinous elopement with an unscrupulous man of fashion. Despite all the miserable omens he should have read in this comparison

  – perhaps, mischievously, because of them – Byron decided to write back to Annabella, giving her what he knew she really desired. He told her he wanted to be friends, that he would obey

  her, and invited her to ‘mark out the limits of our future correspondence & intercourse’. She replied encouraging him to treat her in whatever way he wanted, offering to serve him

  in the hope that her calming influence might relieve his despondency. And she provided an example of the sort of influence she would exercise. She recommended that he get to know the elderly

  dramatist Joanna Baillie, a model of the sort of woman with whom he ought to associate. Baillie had all the virtues Annabella valued, and would become a familiar figure in the support-group of

  respectable, middle-class female friends that was to become such a feature of Annabella’s life. Joanna had a simple and truthful countenance, a modest cheerfulness and lack of vanity –

  and she would be a perfect corrective for the man who had experienced none of these.




  Thus began a correspondence in which both enjoyed playing their roles – he the incorrigible creature of passion and levity, she the indulgent but determined therapist of sin. He protested

  against her calling him despondent: ‘On the contrary – with the exception of an occasional spasm – I look upon myself as a very facetious personage . . . Nobody laughs more . . .

  The great object of life is Sensation – to feel that we exist, even though in pain . . .’ She replied to this provocative manifesto to hedonism by saying her tolerance for his faults

  was inexhaustible, and that she knew his levity was really a disguise for feelings of self-dissatisfaction.




  The agenda was set: he argued for indulgence, she for restraint, he for passion, she for reason, he for flippancy, she for seriousness. In the exchange of letters that followed, they ranged far

  and wide in their efforts to argue their various cases. They discussed religion, he refusing to accept it, she trying to persuade him into embracing it. This provoked him to come

  out with a powerful, even moving proclamation of scientific alienation, the view that the world meant nothing, that there was no future, that man was but a powerless particle in the great,

  indifferent mechanical universe revealed by science: he was a mere atom and ‘in the midst of myriads of the living & the dead-worlds – stars, systems, infinity – why should I

  be anxious about an atom?’ Being a Unitarian, Annabella had an answer for this that embraced both science and religious faith. Of course we are just atoms in the universal scale, she replied,

  but even an atom means something to the ‘Supreme Being’.




  Unitarianism was the Nonconformist religion of choice for the scientifically and industrially minded – a ‘featherbed to catch a falling Christian’, as Erasmus Darwin, the

  grandfather of Charles, put it. In the hands of believers like Annabella, it developed into an austere form of faith; God was revealed through reason and conscience rather than miracles and

  worship. Benjamin Disraeli, the novelist and Tory politician who would himself fictionalize the story of Annabella and Byron’s relationship in his 1837 novel Venetia, thought that

  Unitarians were the religious equivalent of Utilitarians, who believed that usefulness, as opposed to beauty or pleasure, was all that mattered in the world. Both doctrines, in Disraeli’s

  view, ‘omit Imagination in their system, and Imagination governs mankind’.




  Annabella omitted imagination when it came to other topics of discussion, too. In the letters that were now falling like confetti on Byron’s doormat, she quoted the great philosophers of

  science and empiricism – names like Locke and Bacon – to demonstrate how reason provided the route to salvation. ‘I have not as high an opinion of your powers of Reasoning as your

  powers of Imagination. They are rarely united,’ she scolded in as playful a manner as she could manage. But perhaps they could be united. Perhaps she and he could unite them. What a

  union that would be!




  Byron readily accepted her assessment of him. He claimed to have no head for logic or arithmetic, and took every opportunity to prove it. Being told that two and two made four simply provoked

  him to find a way of making them make five, he wrote. He was a poet, and poetry had nothing to do with reason. It was ‘the lava of the imagination whose eruption prevents

  an earth-quake’.




  When he wrote this, Annabella had no conception of just how explosive Byron’s position was. The eruptions to which he was referring were a revised version of The Giaour and a

  completely new poem, The Bride of Abydos. And the subterranean tensions they relieved had been caused by events which, had she known of them, would have shaken even Annabella’s

  belief in herself as a judge of character.




  *




  At the same time as he had was corresponding with Annabella he had been spending more time with his half-sister Augusta, and found his brotherly love intensifying into something

  more sinister. In this he was following family tradition. Not only had generations of Byrons intermarried, but his father, Mad Jack, had developed incestuous feelings for his sister, Frances Leigh

  (the mother of Augusta’s cousin and husband, the irascible gambler Colonel George Leigh).




  And he was following family tradition in another sense, one of which he was acutely self-conscious. He revived it each time he quaffed from the human skull he used as a drinking cup at Newstead,

  and re-enacted it each time he organized routs in its grounds. In the eighteenth century, the Byrons had become a byword for depravity. Just as the great thinkers and artists of the Enlightenment

  had mapped the heights of human capability, so they dived into its depths. Just as the French Revolution had shown how the dawn of pure humanism produced the reign of terror, so the Byrons showed

  how individual genius was accompanied by selfish depravity.




  It was not just Mad Jack. There was the ‘Wicked Lord’, Byron’s great-uncle, the fifth baron, who killed a cousin in an argument over the hanging of grouse, re-enacted naval

  battles in the lake at Newstead, built model castles along its shores in which orgies reputedly took place and out of rage at his son and heir’s elopement with a cousin spent the last decades

  of his life despoiling the estate the poor boy was due to inherit. When he died in 1798 he left behind only pillaged fields, razed woods, stagnant ponds, dilapidated buildings

  and some pet crickets that he would lure into the house to chirrup him to sleep.




  Fifty years later, Byron’s daughter and the Wicked Lord’s great-grandniece would visit Newstead and, surveying the ‘mausoleum of my race’, spontaneously proclaim how much

  she loved her ‘wicked forefathers’. The Byron blood, distilled by generations of intermarriage, seemed to compel those who had it running through their veins to dabble with the inner

  workings of human nature, to test it to its extremes, to run their lives without regulation.




  Augusta – in combination with fame, notoriety, vulnerability, loneliness, debts, lust, age and bachelorhood – provided Byron with a chance to dabble to the limit, and he appeared to

  seize it. In the summer of 1813, while Augusta’s husband was away at various horse-racing fixtures, he spent several weeks with her at Six Mile Bottom, the quaintly named hamlet near

  Newmarket where the Leighs lived. During that time he asked her to go abroad with him, and despite the fact that she had three children and debts almost as catastrophic as his she accepted. Back in

  London, in a turmoil of excitement and fear, refusing to confide to Lady Melbourne what had happened between them, he lost his resolve. What provoked this is unclear, but he returned to Six Mile

  Bottom to discuss what to do, and it was decided not to pursue the planned escapade further. He left a few days later, determined to find something, anything, that would distract him from his now

  uncontrollable incestuous impulses.




  First he went to Cambridge to indulge in a six-bottle claret-quaffing binge with his friend Scrope Davies. That didn’t work, so he headed on for Aston Hall, the Rotherham home of James

  Wedderburn Webster. He had gone there, he confided to Lady Melbourne in one of a series of intimate letters, to ‘vanquish my demon’ – his love of Augusta – by

  ‘transferring my regards to another’, that other being the pert if rather fragile twenty-year-old wife of Webster, Lady Frances. Unfortunately, his plan of seduction was going wrong,

  because he found his passions were not aroused by their object. So he vented his frustration on the hapless Webster, who was trying to wheedle an invitation to Newstead for the purpose – as

  Byron well knew – of having his way with one of the maids. Teased mercilessly by Byron about his true motives, the poor man fell to defending his honour and that of his

  wife. She was as good as Christ, the traduced host proclaimed, a comparison that reduced Byron to fits of laughter which in turn reduced Webster to fits of rage. The following morning Byron had to

  leave for London.




  Within a few weeks they had patched up their quarrel and Webster secured his invitation to Newstead, where he spent most of his time emptying Byron’s wine cellar and boasting of his carnal

  conquests. It was this provocation, rather than passion, that persuaded Byron to have another go at Lady Frances. He arranged it so that they would be left alone in the Abbey for one day. The day

  arrived and he embarked on his mission with the determination of a burglar picking a lock. According to the account he gave to Lady Melbourne, the breakthrough did not come until two in the

  morning, when suddenly, taking him completely by surprise, she submitted. ‘I give myself up to you,’ she cried. She could not bear to think of the consequences, yet she was entirely at

  his mercy – ‘Do as you will!’ She made no scene, she put up no struggle, yet . . . he could not bring himself to complete his task. She was, as he put it to Lady Melbourne, mixing

  callousness with genuine feeling, ‘spared’. There was something in her voice – hers was not ‘decorous reluctance’, it was real.




  He returned to London in a state of yet greater confusion, his passions for Lady Frances now aroused, and entangled with his unresolved feelings for Augusta.




  The lava welled up and poetry erupted: new lines for later editions of The Giaour and The Bride of Abydos, written within a week to wring his thoughts ‘from reality to

  imaginings’. Both poems are set in Turkey, and both set a new standard of oriental romanticism, opening up to their readers a rich imaginary terrain ‘of the cedar and vine, Where the

  flowers ever blossom, the beams ever shine’.




  For all their foreign exoticism, the works toyed with issues much closer to home. In stanzas added to The Giaour, there are references to a dangerous love that . . .




  

    

      

        

          

            

              . . . will find its way


            


          




          Through paths where wolves would fear to prey . . .


        


      


    


  




  And the subject of The Bride of Abydos was incest, the erotic love of Zuleika for her brother Selim, the ‘companion of her bower, the partner of her

  infancy’. The poetical voice is thick with passion:




  

    

      

        

          He lived – he breathed – he moved – he felt;




          He raised the maid from where she knelt;




          His trance was gone – his keen eye shone




          With thoughts that long in darkness dwelt;




          With thoughts that burn – in rays that melt . . .


        


      


    


  




  Before publication, Byron took fright and turned the two main characters from siblings into cousins. But the poem still scandalized, attracting both censure and sales.

  Zuleika’s erotic language, in particular, outraged the critics:




  

    

      

        

          

            

              Thy cheek, thine eyes, thy lips to kiss,




              Like this – and this – no more then this:




              For, Alla! sure thy lips are flame . . .


            


          


        


      


    


  




  No woman should express herself so. The Antijacobin Review of March 1814 declared the language ‘indecent even in the mouth of a lover’ and considered Zuleika’s

  forthright manner unnatural. Even sympathetic liberal journals were shocked. The December 1813 edition of Drakard’s Paper (which later became the Champion, a journal that

  took a key role in the media frenzy surrounding Byron’s later life) accused the author of using ‘fine writing’ to ‘obtain mastery over a story which is in itself positively

  objectionable. So far from sharing Zuleika’s passion . . . our feelings revolt from its contemplation’.




  For Byron, there was no question of mastery. The subterranean magma of the imagination welled up inside him whether he liked it or not. What was within him boiled so turbulently it had to find

  its release, and poetry was, in a sense, just one weakness in a character that he himself admitted to be riven with faults.




  *




  Annabella was very taken by this image of molten passions forcing his poetry to the surface, and in her next letter to Byron was anxious to reassure him that she was not as

  mathematically minded as he had implied – indeed, she did not like people of ‘methodised feelings’, she claimed. She was also concerned to correct the

  impression she may have given of being superior in giving him religious advice. She was not really like that. She could be poetical, too. And to prove it, she asked to see his new outpourings, as

  she got more pleasure from his poetry ‘than from all the QEDs in Euclid’.




  These were unconvincing claims, reserved only for Byron. To her friends, she remained as methodized in her feelings as ever. Her interest in Byron was purely spiritual, she now claimed.

  Beholding his ‘Heaven-born genius’ with its lack of ‘Heavenly grace’ made her Christian heart ‘clasp the blessing with greater reverence and love’.




  All her efforts to neuter her passion by turning it into piety were soon to be undermined. Byron wrote back to her, and just as she had tried to conform to him in her last letter he now

  attempted to conform to her, pointing out that, though she might think him capricious, ‘I am not quite a slave to impulse’. The proof? The fact that he had managed to live to the ripe

  age of twenty-six without marrying foolishly. He had searched for an ideal partner, and found only two candidates. One was too young at the time he knew her, and subsequently turned out not to be

  so ideal after all. The second, the only one he had seriously considered as a wife, had ‘disposed of her heart already, and I think it too late to look for a third’.




  Annabella probably did not then know the identity of the first candidate. It was Mary Chaworth, his first love and a descendant of the man the Wicked Lord Byron had shot. When Byron’s

  lawyer-cum-guardian, John Hanson, had jokingly suggested at the time that Byron should marry Mary, the young lord had replied: ‘What, Mr Hanson? The Capulets and Montagues

  intermarry?’ As to the second candidate, the reference was obvious: Byron meant Annabella herself. For it was her who had told him her heart was disposed to another.




  Unfortunately for her, her heart was not disposed, but still in her possession, and now palpitating. So why had she told him that she was already attached when she was not? And why, when she had

  several chances to set the record straight later, did she not do so? She rehearsed one possible explanation in a letter to her friend Lady Gosford. She was being – how could she put it

  – ‘prudential’. In fact she was being positively considerate: she had wanted to avoid hurting Byron, so had allowed this little . . . ‘deception’ to

  persist so that he would not develop feelings for her that could never be reciprocated.




  Deception, prudence – being forced to apply even these pallid euphemisms to herself was too much for Annabella, and the machinery of her logic started to break down. She repeated to Lady

  Gosford his words, that she had disposed of her heart to another – and added nonsensically that she was ‘fully convinced’ that she had never done any such thing, as

  though the idea came from him and not from her. Then she declared that she wanted to put an end to her deception as ‘a continuation of silence is an acquiescence in untruth’.




  She drafted a reply to Byron, and tried it out on Lady Gosford. She had unintentionally misled him, she would explain, and now felt compelled to reveal the truth ‘for the sake of that

  Sincerity which I have invariably desired to practise’. She added woefully to Lady G. that she would be unhappy until she managed to set the record straight, and blamed the whole episode on

  the ‘effects of Imagination’, that mercurial faculty which she came to so despise and would do everything to expunge from her life and her daughter.




  The battle between her sense of righteousness and her arousal to an unexpected passion was, at this moment, pulling Annabella apart. She had lashed herself to the mast of propriety with her

  little ‘deception’, but now tugged desperately at the ropes, even though she threatened to tear apart the very substance of her moral and rational being in the process. The strain was

  too much, and she fell seriously ill, her condition made worse by the news that Byron had left the country.




  The news was false. Byron was enjoying his continuing part in the self-made melodrama of his relationship with Lady Frances Webster. Despite their abortive liaison at Newstead, she had started

  to correspond surreptitiously with him, and he had sent her a brooding portrait of himself, just to keep her going. He had already imagined a detailed scenario, appropriately theatrical: he would

  be found out by the hot-tempered Webster, challenged to a duel, killed, all womanhood would then fall in love with his memory, all wits would have their jest, all moralists their sermon, and, best

  of all, Lady Caroline, who was still pestering him, would go ‘wild with grief that – it did not happen about her’.




  Lady Frances was not his only correspondent. He also received a lock of hair from Augusta tied in white ribbon and enclosed in paper signed with her name. He wrote on the

  paper that it was the hair ‘of the one whom I most loved’. And he received a letter from Mary Chaworth, the love of his boyhood, the woman he had identified to Annabella as his

  ‘early idol’. Her husband had just left her and she had taken refuge with a friend and she wanted to see him.




  Byron felt overwhelmed. He no longer wanted anything to do with the problems that had so recently piqued his interest, so a policy of mischievous engagement was substituted by a mood of languor

  and inertia. The 7 December 1813 entry in a journal he was haphazardly keeping at the time read as follows:




  

  

    



        

  Went to bed, and slept dreamlessly, but not refreshingly. Awoke, and up an hour before being called; but dawdled three hours in dressing. When one subtracts from life infancy (which is

  vegetation), – sleep, eating and swilling – buttoning and unbuttoning – how much remains of downright existence? The summer of a dormouse.


        


      


    




  

  

  It was more like the winter of a literary lion, that December. He was working on another oriental tale, the one that would prove the most successful and notorious yet: The Corsair. It

  outraged convention not only by making a hero of its villain, but by making a saviour of its heroine, a murderess. It also contained the most complete portrait of the Byronic hero, Conrad,

  ‘That man of loneliness and mystery’, of ‘one virtue and the thousand crimes’, whose




  

    

      

        

          . . . features’ deepening lines and varying hue




          At times attracted, yet perplex’d the view,




          As if within that murkiness of mind




          Work’d feelings fearful, and yet undefined . . .




          Slight are the outward signs of evil thought,




          Within – within – ’twas there the spirit wrought!




          Love shows all changes – Hate, Ambition, Guile,




          Betray no further than the bitter smile;




          The lip’s least curl, the lightest paleness thrown




          Along the govern’d aspect, speak alone




          Of deeper passions . . .


        


      


    


  




  The Corsair was not the only portrait of the Byronic hero to emerge that spring. Byron also sat for the artist Thomas Phillips, in the full Albanian

  dress that placed his image in the exotic setting of his poems.




  There he was, in the pose that twenty-one years later his daughter, the girl he was only to see for a single moment in her infancy, now beheld as she stood on the threshold of womanhood.




  









  



  
CHAPTER TWO




  Wanting One Sweet Weakness




  

    [image: ]


  




  







  




  AGAINST ALL EXPECTATIONS, logic, emotion, experience, advice, and on the sofa, Byron ‘had’ Annabella Milbanke. It was

  his derisive term, used in his memoirs, according to his friend Thomas Moore, to describe the consummation of his marriage. And never had he chosen a word less wisely. Annabella, it turned out,

  would be had by no one.




  Following Byron’s letter identifying her as one of only two women he had ever considered marrying, it took them nearly a year of further correspondence to achieve the union he had assumed

  was impossible. First, Annabella had to find a way of telling him she was available, without actually admitting either to herself or to him that when she had told him otherwise she was lying. She

  managed this to her satisfaction by burying her confession in a sermon so incomprehensible that Byron had to refer back to her to explain what she meant (sample: ‘I have found that Wisdom

  (often the most difficult Wisdom, Self-knowledge) is not less necessary than Will, for an absolute adherence to Veracity. How I may in a degree have forsaken that – and under an

  ardent zeal for Sincerity – is an explanation that cannot benefit either of us . . .’).




  Meanwhile, Augusta had given birth to a daughter, Elizabeth Medora (the name ‘Medora’ came from a character in The Corsair, and is one that will arise again with terrible

  consequences in our story). Byron wrote a strange letter to his confidante Lady Melbourne on the birth, making an allusion to it being his fault if the baby was an ‘ape’, arousing the

  suspicion that he was referring to the medieval belief that the offspring of an incestuous union would be a freak. Whether the suspicion was true – something possibly even he did not know

  – he now saw marriage as all that could save him from his feelings for Augusta, which were, as he put it, a mixture of ‘good & diabolical’.




  Annabella apparently offered salvation, as well as sermons on virtue and reading lists of improving texts like Locke’s treatise on The Reasonableness of

  Christianity. Unfortunately, her own virtue was being severely strained by her feelings for Byron. She had been reading the new, enlarged edition of The Giaour, which contained the

  lines about love finding its way through paths where wolves would fear to prey, and she was being tempted to stray. The ardent language made her yearn for its author’s

  ‘acquaintance’. Indeed, she was now so desperate that even she, the Princess of Primness as well as Parallelograms, would be prepared to risk being called a flirt to achieve it, she

  admitted.




  So she invited Byron to Seaham to meet her parents. While she waited, she took long walks along the seaside, trying to control passions that pounded her sense of self-control as relentlessly as

  the waves pounded the rocky shore.




  Byron was now living in Albany, a famous suite of bachelor’s chambers off Piccadilly, and enjoying the so-called ‘summer of the sovereigns’, when the heads of states of the

  victorious alliance against Napoleon were in London being entertained by the Prince Regent. He went to the theatre at Covent Garden and Drury Lane, was captivated by Edmund Kean’s Othello,

  attended ‘balls and fooleries’, ‘masquerades and routs’, and with his old, faithful friend Hobhouse, back from abroad, talked and drank through to the morning hours.




  He also continued to write, starting the sequel to The Corsair that became Lara, and dashing off two of his most lyrical, romantic poems, ‘Stanzas for Music’ and

  ‘She Walks in Beauty’. ‘Stanzas’ was clearly about Augusta, and its beauty only served to prove the intensity of his feelings for her:




  

    

      

        

          I speak not, I trace not, I breathe not thy name,




          There is grief in the sound, there is guilt in the fame:




          But the tear which now burns on my cheek may impart




          The deep thoughts that dwell in that silence of heart . . .


        


      


    


  




  Since March 1814, Byron had been considering Lady Charlotte Leveson-Gower as a possible match, if only because of her close friendship with Augusta. This resulted in evasive responses to

  Annabella’s repeated invitations to join her in Seaham. In his letters to her, he made teasing references to the union that might have been, that her feelings and his

  character made impossible – references to which she felt compelled to acquiesce to maintain her image of virtuous piety, but which were winding her up to higher and higher pitches of

  excitement and frustration.




  In early September, she attempted another discourse on religion, trying to correct his pessimism by asking rhetorically: ‘Is it proof of reverence for the Governor of all worlds to mock

  his government of this?’ – but then, in a postscript, the pressure valve that had so far done such a good job of regulating her feelings gave way: she wanted to burn the letter, she

  wrote; her ‘apparent inconsistencies’ would disappear if they could only meet.




  At around the same time as Annabella sent her imploring postscript, Byron’s prospects of a match with Lady Charlotte Leveson-Gower came to an abrupt end when he learned that the

  girl’s family were trying to marry her off to someone else. He immediately sat down and wrote to Annabella, asking for her hand, and she as immediately replied, accepting.




  There followed a flurry of letters in which they struggled to reassure each other and everyone else that their engagement made sense. Byron tried to explain his ‘former conduct’ as a

  matter of being sinned against as much as sinning, Annabella tried to explain her former opinion of his character as being based on ‘false accounts’, Byron wrote sensible and practical

  letters to her about his having to stay in London to sort out his affairs, she admired him for being ‘mathematical’, meaning rational.




  Annabella’s friends attempted to look on the bright side, most expressing confidence that she had done the right thing, a few, such as Joanna Baillie, only managing to express a hope that

  she had done so. Lady Granville pithily summed up a more private view: ‘How wonderful of the sensible, cautious Prig of a girl to venture upon such a Heap of Poems, Crimes &

  Rivals.’




  How wonderful indeed, and London society was breathless to see the outcome. They had to wait awhile for satisfaction. The journey to the altar was proving hazardous and slow. Byron continued to

  make excuses for not coming up to Seaham, forcing Annabella to wait out each morning in the blacksmith’s cottage, where the post arrived from London.




  It took him nearly two months to find the time to make the journey up north, and having finally fixed a date, he still managed to arrive two days late, by which time Annabella’s mother

  Judith was frantic with anticipation.




  The first encounter was inauspicious. Annabella was – where else? – in her reading room when she heard his carriage arrive. She put out the candles, and sat for a while in the dark

  pondering what to do. She decided that the two of them should meet alone. He was ushered into the drawing room, and she found him standing next to the fireplace when she walked in. Upon her

  entrance, he did not move or greet her. She walked up to him, and extended her hand, which he kissed. She then took up her position on the opposite side of the mantelpiece, and they both stood in

  awkward silence, as still as a pair of cast-iron firedogs. Finally he spoke, observing how long it had been since they last saw each other, whereupon Annabella blurted out an unintelligible reply

  and rushed out of the room.




  She eventually returned, now in the custody of her parents. She sat next to him, probably in silence, certainly in a state of nervous tension, as Byron and the Milbankes conversed, Byron holding

  forth on the acting brilliance of Edmund Kean. He was tense, too. He had not remembered her being so quiet; it made him uncomfortable (‘I like them to talk, because they think

  less,’ he facetiously observed to Lady Melbourne in his report to her on the proceedings). They all parted for bed, Byron asking Annabella as he left what time she rose. She told him ten.




  She awoke early, and waited for him. He had not appeared by noon, and she went for a lonely walk among the craggy rocks of her beloved Seaham shoreline. She felt insecure – perhaps for the

  first time in her life – about what she had done. When they did finally get to talk, she started to probe everything he said, trying to make it fit with the reasoning that had led her to

  suppose him to be her ideal mate. Nothing did fit.




  Things improved when Annabella’s father was around. Byron took a shine to old Sir Ralph, who spoke as he found, and remained straightforward and uncomplicated in the

  presence of this famous poet and prospective son-in-law. Judith, on the other hand, remained in a state of quivering agitation, and got on Byron’s nerves.




  As their first week together progressed into the next, things began to deteriorate. Byron was becoming aware that Annabella did not add up to quite the mathematical creature he had assumed her

  to be. To begin with, she seemed to be a hypochondriac, falling ill every few days without the warning of any symptoms (a pattern that was to continue throughout her life, until her death a day

  before her sixty-eighth birthday). Worse, there had been a ‘scene’ – one worthy of Caroline Lamb, he told Lady Melbourne.
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