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  ‘Gripping saga of a double biography.’

  Daily Mail, Book of the Week

  ‘A masterful portrait . . . Miranda Seymour is a marvellous storyteller . . . Seymour’s book is hugely entertaining, as well as formidably researched, and should not be missed.’

  Sunday Times

  ‘Miranda Seymour puts everything straight in this magnificent, highly readable double biography, which brings these two driven, complicated women vividly to life . . . This is a very fine book. Written with warmth, panache and conviction, its formidable research is lightly worn.’

  Financial Times

  ‘Vastly enjoyable . . . it is one of the many pleasures of this book that Seymour makes the reader warm to their inconsistencies, to all the inexplicable oppositions of character and action that make them so familiar and human . . . Brilliant, ebullient, eccentric, vivacious, egocentric and oddly dressed.’

  Literary Review

  ‘In [Seymour’s] ambitious . . . dual biography of Ada and her mother Lady Byron, the power of Lovelace’s imagination and her belief in a “poetry of mathematics” is seen as a direct inheritance from Ada’s father Lord Byron.’

  The Spectator

  ‘Deft and compelling . . . Seymour carries off a delicate balancing act, combining the historian’s proper caution with acute judgements and a dashing narrative pace.’

  London Review of Books

  ‘Miranda Seymour’s particular aim is to rescue Annabella from over a century’s worth of bad press . . . Only now, in Seymour’s careful hands, is she finally allowed to emerge as a figure who was neither saint nor sinner but somewhere in between.’

  The Guardian
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  In memory of Peter Cochran, who was so kind to all those of us who benefited from his work in the world of Byronic studies. And to the future of Talia and Shira, two of Ada Lovelace’s youngest and most loyal admirers.
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PART ONE

  Annabella

  


  
CHAPTER ONE

  ANTICIPATION


  (1761–92)

  The year is 1799, almost the dawn of a new century, but this is presently of less interest than the fact that she, Miss Annabella Milbanke, is posing for her portrait to John Hoppner, one of England’s most celebrated artists.

  It was her own decision to wear the white dancing dress, bound high above the waist with a blue satin sash, short-sleeved to show how elegantly she holds her arms. Annabella dances extremely well. Her mother declares that her minuet steps are perfection and Mr Watts, the dancing master, declares that he has never seen such strength in a child’s ankles. He is quite right; that is why Annabella finds it so easy to hold her pose on the dais, stepping forward as if to greet the world.

  It was also her own idea that Mr Hoppner should paint rocks behind her, and the sea, as if she were skipping along the beach below their country home in the faraway north of England. But mostly, when she is alone on the beach at Seaham, it is not dancing that preoccupies Annabella. She likes to make up stories: it is so interesting to picture herself as a brave soldier in the pass at Thermopylae, or comforting a prisoner in his lonely dungeon . . .

  ‘Head up, my angel,’ her mother instructs from the stiff gilt chair where she sits in watchful attendance. ‘Think of your pas grave in the minuet. Hold your body straight as a little queen.’

  She feels like a little queen, the centre of attention as Mr Hoppner bobs out from behind his easel to praise her for her patience. He has a long pale face with no hint of a smile. She can’t decide whether he is interesting enough to become a chosen friend.

  ‘Shall we visit Great Aunt Mary later?’ asks Annabella. ‘I want to read her one of my new poems.’

  Her mother darts a look at Mr Hoppner. ‘She’s such a clever little creature.’

  ‘Indeed!’ says Mr Hoppner. ‘A most remarkable infant.’

  ‘I’m not an infant! I’m seven years of age!’ The smile undoes the pompous phrasing, bringing such dimples into the round and rosy cheeks that the adoring old lady (she must be nearing fifty) jumps up and runs forward to embrace her proud-backed, blue-eyed daughter. It’s a charming scene, reflects Hoppner. Perhaps mother and child would have formed a better subject. But time is pressing on and the artist is growing weary of Lady Milbanke’s chatter.

  Discreetly, Mr Hoppner rattles the oily brushes in his jar. Sighing, Judith Milbanke resumes her seat.

  ‘She is so very coaxing,’ she murmurs by way of apology.

  ‘Indeed.’ He hesitates. ‘And you have others like her, madam?’

  ‘We did!’ the child interrupts. ‘But Sophy’s leaving to get married. And now I must remember to write to her as Lady Tamworth. I shall write to her every week!’

  But Lady Milbanke has folded her hands across her stomach, almost as if to ward off a blow.

  ‘Sophy Curzon is her cousin. My poor late sister’s daughter has always lived with us. But Annabella – Anne Isabella, I should say, since she bears the names both of a royal lady and our dear friend, Mrs Baker of Elemore Hall – is our only child. And born on Ascension Day! Her father and I are much blessed.’

  ‘And so,’ the child sweetly adds, ‘am I.’
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  Completed and framed, Hoppner’s portrait of Miss Milbanke was despatched to Seaham Hall, perched high on the cliffs of County Durham, above the German Ocean. Here, the new painting was hung alongside the 1778 portrait by Joshua Reynolds (one of his best) of Annabella’s newly married father, Sir Ralph Milbanke, dark-browed and kind-eyed, all ready to burst out with one of those silly jokes for which a loving daughter could never find the heart to tease him. Flanking it was the sharp-nosed profile of Annabella’s mother, Judith Noel, posed in the fiercely fashionable convention of the time (the portrait was painted in 1784, six years after Judith’s marriage), hair powdered and plucked up into a pyramid of ruffles and bows, a black waist ribbon stressing the anguish of her childless frame.

  Looking at the three family members together, an entire generation might seem to have been skipped. And so it has been. Awaited for fifteen long years, it is no wonder that Annabella, born at last on 17 May 1792, can do as she pleases with her adoring parents. The result is already peeping through in Hoppner’s portrait. Everything about this child – her steadfast stare; the poised way she stands; the tilt of a determined chin – speaks of a formidable and, so far, well-founded confidence. The world, little Miss Milbanke seems to assume, lies at her feet.

  


  
CHAPTER TWO

  A VERY FINE CHILD


  (1792–1810)

  From 1792 on, Judith Milbanke’s letters to her family and friends dwelt upon a single theme: the wonder that was her daughter, Annabella. Never in the history of mankind had a mother been blessed with such a flawless little creature! Happy someday would be the winner of such a bride! Visiting grand neighbours with Sophy and Annabella (when Miss Milbanke was still only fifteen months old), Judith took less interest in a park newly landscaped by Humphry Repton than in the fact that the Earl and Countess Fitzwilliam’s son ‘quite doated [sic] on Annabella’. Lord Milton, aged just seven, seemed a most eligible candidate for her hand. Having seen ‘Miss naked,’ Judith raunchily joked to her broadminded aunt, Mary Noel, ‘therefore he can tell whether he will like her or no.’

  Travelling on to stay with other old friends from earlier, Yorkshire days, before the Milbankes moved east to Seaham, Judith complacently reported how the county folk flocked in to see their Annabella ‘as if she had been something miraculous’. On 20 April 1794, as little Miss neared her second birthday, the proud mother was happy to credit her offspring as ‘Governess in Chief of Papa, Mama & the whole Family’.

  The word was out. Pleasing Judith Milbanke depended upon how many bouquets a friend was willing to throw in the direction of her daughter. Judith, while priding herself on her forgiving nature, was better known for her hot temper. Annabella, therefore, was warmly praised: ‘one of the finest girls of her age I ever beheld,’ Mrs Baker of Elemore gushed in a tactful postscript to one of Judith’s letters from Seaham to Mary Noel.

  Admirers were rewarded with more information than they might have wished to receive. Aged two, Annabella could already identify twenty flowers (and weeds) by name. Annabella always performed her ‘Do Do’ as soon as she got up. Annabella had bathed in the sea and, rising from the waves, looked ‘like a little Venus’. The princesses (George III’s daughters) had personally requested news of Annabella, having heard report – the words were seldom off the lips of a besotted mother – that ‘she was a very fine Child’.

  Few dared suggest the likely result of all this adulation. In 1794, Sophy Curzon masked her own anxiety behind a neighbour’s comment. Apparently, Lady Liddell of Ravensworth Castle thought Judith far too indulgent: ‘she does not ever deny that if it is possible to spoil a very fine Girl, Annabella’s Mama is determined to do it.’ The words were Lady Liddell’s; the emphatic underlining was Sophy’s own.

  Warnings – rarely offered – were a waste of breath. Events conspired to strengthen Judith’s belief that Miss Milbanke was destined for great things. Her brother, Viscount Wentworth of Kirkby Mallory, had always made it clear that the handsome estate over which he presided in the Midlands would not be passed down to his own illegitimate son. Thomas Noel, following his marriage to Kitty Smith in 1796, was understandably disgruntled about receiving only a modest sum of money and the living of the church at Kirkby Mallory (to which he became a notoriously absentee rector, employing a curate as his substitute). The following year, Lord Wentworth made arrangements to leave his considerable property, together with his title, to his sister Judith, and after her, to his niece. A conscientious brother, he now began the task of setting his affairs in order by paying off a substantial number of gambling debts. (Both Wentworth and Mary Ligonier, the wealthy little wife he married after the death of his live-in mistress, Catherine Vanloo, were addicted to the tables; Judith and Ralph preferred betting on horses.)

  In January 1798, Ralph Milbanke’s father died. It was years since either Judith or her husband had visited Halnaby Hall, the north country mansion at which the long-widowed baronet had consoled himself with various lady-friends. Now, Halnaby and the annual rents from a second grand house (Moulton Hall) passed into the new baronet’s hands, together with an agreement that the 5-year-old Annabella, when she married, would receive a dowry of £16,000 (worth approximately £800,000 nowadays). In due course, the whole of this estate would pass down to her as well.

  The new Lady Milbanke had no difficulty in adjusting to her improved circumstances. In London, a splendid new house on Lower Berkeley Street, near Manchester Square, was rented at £300 per year. Plans were swiftly made to entertain the Wentworths at Halnaby; Annabella, now grown too grand for a mere nurse, was allotted a personal maid of her own.

  Mary Anne Clermont had arrived nine years earlier to help care for the orphaned Sophy Curzon. Self-taught and possessed of modest independent means, this timid, plain but capable young woman had already established her worth as a housekeeper and tactful smoother of Judith’s volatile temper when she was promoted to the role of Annabella’s admiring attendant.

  Judith felt a twinge of apprehension about her brother’s first visit to Halnaby. The house, elegantly furnished in the French style, was sure to impress, but what opinion would Thomas and his fashionable wife form of their nieces? Sophy, at nineteen, was going through a plain phase (‘very journalière’) and Annabella, while an undeniably appealing child with her deep blue eyes, flushed cheeks and high pale forehead, was a law unto herself. ‘She is excessively talkative and entertaining if she likes people & very coaxing to her favourites’ Judith confided to Aunt Mary Noel, ‘but she will judge for herself & cannot be made to like any body.’

  Annabella’s thoughts about her uncle are unknown, but she did not take long to reach an opinion of Halnaby. Certainly, the big red-brick house (supposedly designed by Inigo Jones) was very splendid, symmetrical and ornate; certainly, it was pleasant to march along stone terraces as broad as a small town square, or to dash through high, quiet rooms that unfolded each into the next as neatly as a set of perfect equations. She liked the panelled library. She enjoyed being taken on carriage rides through the deer park, or to try her skill at fishing in Halnaby’s ornamental lake. But Halnaby was not Seaham and, as Sophy Curzon reported to Aunt Mary during the family’s first winter visit to this landlocked palace, ‘the Angel . . . regrets the Sea and the Sands’.

  All through her life, Annabella would be drawn back to the sea, and Seaham Hall, completed in the year of her birth, was the home that she never ceased to love. The hall’s long windows and terraced gardens faced the sea. Sealight glinted off the windowpanes. The smell of salt sharpened the northern air. From the house, a sandy descent led down beyond the garden to the beach, where a wilful Annabella liked to pull off her big cotton bonnet and scamper into the waves. ‘She . . . is sadly tanned, which I know would annoy you,’ Judith told Aunt Mary, ‘. . . I believe it is the bathing makes the sun & air catch her skin so much.’

  Ancient tunnels wound down from the hamlet above into the deep caves once used by smugglers; off in the hazy distance, the deceptively named Featherbed Rocks obscured the long line of coast curving south, down to distant Whitby and Scarborough.

  The village, although largely rebuilt during the transformation of old Seaham Manor into the smart new hall, remained a feudal community. Eliza Grant, visiting Seaham as a child in 1808, remembered seeing only a dozen or so cottages, all occupied by Milbanke employees. Staying at the village inn with her mother and sisters, Eliza noticed the graceful manners and wistful face of the innkeeper’s daughter. Young Bessy, she learned, had been summoned up to the hall as that summer’s chosen companion for Lady Milbanke’s daughter. Restored to the inn, Bessy hankered after the privileged world into which she had briefly stepped.

  Quick-tempered and bossy though Judith Milbanke was, she shared with her husband a warm sense of social duty that was imparted to her daughter. In politics (Sir Ralph was a Whig MP), Judith inclined to the left. A fierce opponent of the hangings that took place after the Gordon Riots, she had expressed outrage in 1797 at the English government’s persecution of ‘the poor oppressed Irish’. Rebuilding Seaham village along with the hall, the Milbankes had replaced a row of ‘miserable Cottages’ with sturdy, habitable homes. It was customary, whenever one of the community fell ill, for Sir Ralph to send in the family’s own Dr Fenwick, while adding the comfort of a bottle or two of his own best claret. Annabella, nostalgically recording these details some forty years later, stressed the fact that – while her father gave the orders concerning his workers’ welfare – it was Judith who enforced them. ‘She did not leave it to Servants. She saw that the execution was as good as the Intention.’

  Sentimentality was at play in a middle-aged lady’s recollections of her long-dead parents. Nevertheless, it was these early experiences that helped to make a committed philanthropist of Annabella. Equally enduring was the influence of her parents’ own unitarian faith in a forgiving God, one who preferred active benevolence to the slavish following of Christian doctrine that Annabella later mocked as ‘Pye-house’. Relations between the owners of Seaham Hall and their rector, Richard Wallis, were cordial, but never so close as with their tenant workforce in the village.
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  Annabella’s education, like that of most girls of her time, was a haphazard affair. A governess, passed on by the Bakers of Elemore Hall, was dismissed for neglectful behaviour before her charge had reached the age of five. Miss Walker had no successor. Mary Anne Clermont taught Annabella the clear handwriting that caused Lord Wentworth jovially to request his niece to take over the role of family correspondent. (Nobody except his own wife could decipher Sir Ralph’s crabbed penmanship.) A skilled sketcher, Annabella learned her attractive technique when William Mulready was touring great houses of the north as a drawing-master. She left a strong impression upon the young man; many years later, Mulready recalled that Miss Milbanke, while not quite so handsome as her parents thought her, was an exceptionally kind and friendly child: ‘very gentle and good’.

  Drawing, together with dancing (for which Annabella evinced both aptitude and relish), formed an essential part of a young Georgian lady’s education. Music, despite the fact that her parents enjoyed duetting on the violin and harpsichord, interested her less than learning to make her own petticoats. Greek was a struggle – demonstrated by the awkwardly shaped letters in the Greek list of friends’ names that Annabella drew up during her teens. (William Mulready was among them.) Reading tastes were dictated by Sir Ralph’s affection for the plays of Dryden, Otway and Shakespeare and by her early and surprised delight in poetry. By the age of fourteen, Annabella was swooning over Edward Young’s fashionably gloomy Night Thoughts. Young, as she started to try her hand at scanning verses, became her model.

  Poetry became the private vehicle through which Annabella voiced the passions – a reaction against her mother’s noisy impulsiveness – that she concealed from public view. Letters were her downfall. Aged eleven, anxious to praise her mother for giving (it was most unusual at that time) a political speech in public, Annabella could not manage it without condescension:

  
    You never forgot one word of your speech nor was any fear discernable in your speech, addressing a very numerous & in part a very respectable audience you never once forgot the proper action (for action is a very essential part in a good speaker . . .)

    Have I praised or have I flatter’d? let those who heard them judge – as it is I remain an impartial Tory.

    AI

  

  Letter-writing was a medium in which Annabella was never at ease. Whether offering advice, making jokes or presenting a criticism, the tone invariably went wrong. It was a failing of which she was painfully aware and for which – from time to time – she offered touchingly gauche apologies. The didactic tone of Annabella’s written voice led – it still does today – to misinterpretation of her personality. Often, to her mortification, it resulted in a broken friendship.

  Versifying provided a welcome outlet for the feelings that she imperfectly expressed in prose. Mathematics, taught to Annabella by William Frend from Euclid, the standard children’s textbook at that time, provided a reliable refuge from emotion; here was a world of numbers over which, with diligent application, she could exert control.

  It was Frend’s politics rather than his mathematics (or his avid interest in astronomy) that first captured the interest and sympathy of the Milbankes. A hard-working priest with a living just outside Cambridge, Frend had to relinquish his position when he became a unitarian (and thus unable to accept the Church of England’s Thirty-nine Articles). Six years later, in 1793 – the year that England declared war on France – Frend caused a stir among his colleagues at Cambridge by publishing a pamphlet that favoured peace. A trial was held, with fervent support for Frend from his students, including the young Samuel Coleridge. Formally banished from his post at Jesus College (while retaining all the perks, excepting residence, of a bachelor don), this unlikely rebel became part of the hotbed of London radicals that surrounded the philosopher William Godwin, author of the inflammatory An Enquiry Concerning Political Justice.

  The Milbankes liked what they heard about Frend’s views. Peace remained the favoured option in their own northerly part of England: the letters that Judith wrote during Annabella’s childhood dwelt on the local consequences of economic hardship almost as insistently as the latest achievements of her little daughter. ‘I wish any thing to put an End to the War for my part,’ she told Mary Noel in 1794. One year later, she sadly described ‘a state of almost general Bankruptcy, no Trade, no Credit, no Money – People breaking every day . . . A peace would set all afloat again.’

  Annabella first met William Frend while visiting London with her mother in 1806. Aged fourteen and hungry for knowledge, she began a mathematical correspondence. By the end of the year, Frend was complimenting his pupil’s progress with Euclid and explaining how she should use his new arithmetical toy, a sophisticated abacus which enabled numbers to be computed up to 16,665. References to algebra, verse-scanning, Latin, and Roman history (‘I think it may be time for you to begin Livy’) show that Frend became Annabella’s personal teacher, a role he would also perform for her daughter, Ada. (Frend was the father-in-law of Ada’s more famous tutor, Augustus De Morgan.)

  A middle-aged academic was no substitute for a confidante and ally of her own age. Annabella had felt bereft when Sophy Curzon, whom she would always look upon as a beloved older sister, left Seaham in 1800. Judith, too, described herself as wandering around like a lost soul during the months after Sophy’s wedding to Lord Tamworth. Sir Ralph had done his best, when not preoccupied by the considerable costs of maintaining his political career, to keep his daughter diverted with play-reading and backgammon. But a real consolation was finally in sight, one that would help provide an enduring substitute for Sophy’s absence.

  Judith’s closest friend, Millicent Gosford, became a widow in 1807, the year in which Millicent’s son married Mary Sparrow, an heiress from Worlingham in Suffolk. Deprived of their main home in Ireland after Gosford burned down in 1805, the younger Gosfords moved to England, bringing with them two orphaned Irish cousins, Hugh and Mary Millicent Montgomery.

  The junior Lady Gosford was just thirteen years older than Annabella. It was exactly the gap that had separated her from Sophy. Mary Montgomery was herself already twenty-two when she met the fifteen-year-old Miss Milbanke for the first time. Frequently represented in family letters simply as ‘MG’ and ‘MM’, these two agreeable women became the closest of all Annabella’s friends.

  Annabella was not short of female company up in her northern eyrie. The Bakers of Elemore had a daughter, a second Isabella; Louisa and Elizabeth Chaloner lived close by; Emily Milner’s beautiful sister Diana had married Francis (Frank) Doyle, the older brother of another Irish friend, Selina Doyle. All of these young northerners were and remained devoted to Annabella; nevertheless, during those early days, they had lives and preoccupations of their own. Mary Montgomery proved different. Clever, musical and highly social, but hindered by a cruelly persistent spinal complaint, she welcomed the affectionate care that Annabella was eager to lavish. Seaham, offering comfort, healthful sea air and the company of an admiring younger friend, provided a pleasant escape from the brooding atmosphere in Mary Gosford’s London house. (Lord Gosford, when present, which was rare, was a notoriously unkind husband.)

  Poetry loomed large among the interests shared by Annabella and her new friend. Walter Scott was the most celebrated poet of the moment and Mary Montgomery could boast of having almost met him through a mutual friendship with the renowned Scottish-born dramatist Joanna Baillie. But Annabella had a little trump card of her own. Visiting Seaham in 1808, ‘MM’ was introduced to Joseph Blacket, Miss Milbanke’s very own poet-in-residence.

  A handsome young consumptive with a motherless child, Blacket was a professional cobbler whose historical plays and romantic poems (‘Now awful night, array’d in sable gloom, / Draws her dark curtain round one half the globe’) had caught the interest of a few northern patrons, including the Duchess of Leeds and Judith Milbanke. Learning that Blacket was temporarily homeless, Judith urged her husband to provide a Seaham cottage, together with fuel, food and – in those hard times, it was a generous gift – the sum of twenty pounds.

  Perhaps Joseph Blacket fell in love with Annabella; perhaps, he simply knew on which side his bread was buttered. When Miss Milbanke and her friend set up a competition to see who could best inspire their pet poet, he found himself quite unable to set the musical Miss Montgomery’s airs to verse. But Annabella’s awkward notion – she requested an ode to the tree which had provided a muse to one of her Whig heroes, Charles Fox – bore instant fruit. Writing to thank Lady Milbanke for all her kindnesses on 23 November 1809, Blacket lavished praises on her daughter’s own gift for verse. (‘In Miss Milbanke’s lines I find sublimity . . . Her Ideas are wove in the finest Loom of Imagination . . .’)

  Blacket, who died at the age of twenty-three in August 1810, was not alone in admiring Annabella’s first poems. Sarah Siddons, the great Shakespearean actress, was a close friend of Judith Milbanke. Shown one of Annabella’s verses during a visit to Halnaby, Mrs Siddons declared it to be ‘the most extraordinary production, in any point of view, that ever came under my observation’.

  Mrs Siddons was besotted by Miss Milbanke, declaring that she perceived something ‘nearly resembling the heavenly, in the divine illumination of that countenance of hers’. The villagers of Seaham, while less garrulous in the expression of their feelings, tended to agree. Annabella, in her mid-teens, struck them as both sweet and kind, a friendly visitor to their homes whose ‘natural simplicity and modest retirement’ was accompanied by ‘a. . . charming manner’.

  Aged seventeen, Annabella had become a pretty, slightly built young woman with an unusually high forehead, blue eyes, fair curling hair and an open, friendly face that lit up (the ‘divine illumination’ that Mrs Siddons raved about) whenever her interest was caught. Gentle, clever, good-hearted and eager to be of service in the world (the word ‘benevolence’ appears with uncommon frequency in her early correspondence), the flaws for which this paragon would later be viciously condemned were also beginning to appear. Among them was a disturbing zeal for passing judgement upon people she scarcely knew.

  Escorted to London by Judith in February 1810 for her first taste of a London season, Miss Milbanke was eager to demonstrate how skilfully she, like Mrs Siddons, could interpret character from a person’s appearance. Dining out on 3 March at the home of Lord Ellenborough, the lord chief justice, she studied one of the guests across the table – Lord Grey – and discovered him to be self-important. Back at home again, Annabella opened the journal in which she proudly recorded her impressions: ‘His seems to me the politeness of a gentleman, not the politeness resulting from a principle of benevolence.’ Another new acquaintance was condemned, despite a brilliant naval record, for lacking the manners of a true gentleman. The Persian ambassador might think himself lucky for having escaped with a briskly noted commendation for his fine black beard and splendid teeth.

  Whisked from the noisy gatherings of celebrity guests who were always on show at Lady Cork’s home in New Burlington Street to the primmer parties held by the formerly rather wicked Lady Elizabeth Foster (newly recast as the decorous widow of her longterm lover, the Duke of Devonshire), Annabella’s favourite evenings were those that she spent with the kindly old Ellenboroughs. Ample space was made for a rapturous note in her journal of the latest such occasion (10 July), and not only because Mrs Bates (a former factory-worker) had sung Handel arias in a way ‘that made me forget all but Heaven . . .’

  The real point of the ‘happifying’ summer evening of songs from Mrs Bates was that Annabella had discovered her ideal in Anne Ellenborough. Not only did the great judge’s wife appear incapable of unkindness, but she was motivated by the wish to do nothing but good. ‘She appears constantly actuated by a principle of disinterested universal benevolence. She says ill of none . . .’

  What Annabella did not care to admit to the self-conscious little journal that she kept during her first season in London was that she had immensely enjoyed her transformation from the virtuous ‘Northern Light’ (a nickname that acknowledged Miss Milbanke’s growing reputation for doing good works) into becoming, largely thanks to the great fortune that she was in line to inherit from her uncle, one of the most courted young women of the year.

  


  
CHAPTER THREE

  THE SIEGE OF ANNABELLA


  (1810–12)

  ‘How disgusting he is!’ Annabella noted after being ogled at a London party by a portly bride-hunting Duke of Clarence (the future William IV). Her private comment upon one happily oblivious London hostess, naughty old Lady Cork, was even harsher: ‘she is to be shunned by all who do not honour iniquity’.

  Annabella’s outrage (prudently restricted to the pages of her journal) was understandable in a high-minded young woman of provincial background. The London she entered early in 1810 offered a startling contrast to life in remote northern England. Living at Seaham through the closing years of the Napoleonic Wars, she had witnessed and admired her parents’ generous response to the evident hardships of their employees and tenants. In London, by contrast, the occupants of the various grand houses into which she was invited seemed (with the exception of kindly Lady Ellenborough) indifferent to everything but politics, gossip and the scent of the money for which, beneath the sheen of compliments and smiles, everybody was on the hunt. up in County Durham, an evening’s entertainment occasionally rose to a cheerful ‘hop’ at the Bakers’ or the Milners’, with a carpet rolled back for the twirl, thump and rush of a dance in which young and old, servants and masters, jogged merrily together. In London, chaperoned into the candlelit, red-walled opulence of such popular assembly halls as the Argyll Rooms, the sense of being thrust into the marriage market, exposed to a cool appraisal of precisely which unmarried maiden carried the largest cargo of disposable wealth, was inescapable.

  Stern though Annabella’s private opinions often were, her journal also provides clear evidence that Miss Milbanke relished her introduction to high society, displaying a newfound pleasure in having fun that came as a relief to her anxious parents.

  The Milbankes were determined that their clever daughter – rosily open-faced and (for a young lady who devoured her beloved mutton chops as eagerly as a soldier on the march) remarkably slender – should make a good impression in the world. A handsome house had been rented for just that purpose in Portland Place, a favourite street among the country-loving northern gentry, who appreciated its proximity to the good air and fine walking on the broad open pastures (already earmarked for urbanisation as part of the Regent’s Park) to be found just north of the Euston Road.

  A house was merely the starting point in the campaign required to launch the Milbankes’ cherished child. Judith, while not overfond of her husband’s formidably well-connected sister, Elizabeth, had hastened to announce Annabella’s arrival in London to Lady Melbourne, and to express a candid hope that this most artful of hostesses might smooth the social progress of her niece. (It was while dining at her aunt’s palatial home in Whitehall that Annabella formed her first – and poor – opinion of Lady Melbourne’s giddy little daughter-in-law, Lady Caroline Lamb, as ‘clever in everything that is not within the province of commonsense’.)

  Judith Milbanke was growing too old for the role of chaperone through evenings that often extended into the dawn, but Mary Gosford was delighted to help out with the task. Staying in the Gosfords’ fine house in Great Cumberland Place, or at Mary Montgomery’s snug abode in nearby Seymour Street, Annabella deepened her already settled friendship with the two Marys into an abiding love. Meanwhile, Miss Montgomery discreetly encouraged her beloved older brother, Hugh, to believe that Annabella might be prepared to consider a match. It was a notion which Annabella’s teasingly friendly manner towards tall, cheerful Hugh did nothing to discourage.

  Confined to her bed for lengthy periods, Mary Montgomery read all that was current and received all who amused her (many failed the test), while fixing an attentive eye on the world beyond her window. For Mary Gosford, as for Annabella, leading as adventurous a cultured life as possible was an act of positive kindness to their abidingly inquisitive invalid friend. Chaperoned by Lady Gosford and often joined by Mrs George Lamb (Lady Melbourne’s clever and level-headed second daughter-in-law), Annabella performed her duty with a vengeance. Musical evenings; gazing upon painted panoramas that were cranked past the viewers (just as backdrops would later be on early cinema screens); attending high-minded lectures upon poetry and plays; visiting exhibitions of curious objects (Annabella was fascinated to see a meteorite that fell on Yorkshire earth in 1795 and was now on display in the London home of James Sowerby, the great fossil-collector of the day): being benevolent to a sick friend had never been more enjoyable.

  But marriage, not culture, was the true purpose of Annabella’s three seasons in London. Candid, pretty, virtuous and clever, her prospects as an heiress made her – as she was calmly aware – the object of considerable interest. One catch existed. It was widely reported that Miss Milbanke’s wealthy uncle, Lord Wentworth, planned to make her his eventual beneficiary, in lieu of his own illegitimate son. (Nobody was informed that the fortune was to pass to Annabella only after her mother’s death.) But Viscount Wentworth remained in robust health, while the Milbankes were becoming steadily impoverished both by Sir Ralph’s political expenses and by the rapidly shrinking revenue from his north-country mines. The bailiffs were not yet knocking on the door, but Halnaby, by 1810, was proving impossibly expensive to maintain. The future of Seaham itself had grown uncertain. It was for this reason that Annabella’s three years on the London marriage market were frequently interrupted by the Milbankes’ retreat to a cheaply rented house in Richmond-upon-Thames, while Portland Place discreetly closed its doors. Without the hospitality of Lady Gosford and the precious connection to her Aunt Melbourne – lodged at the very heart of London society in her great house on Whitehall – it is not entirely clear how Miss Milbanke would have survived.

  Money was needed. It was up to Annabella – there was no other way, bar the selling of land or interminably waiting for uncle Wentworth to die – to secure her parents’ future comfort. A match must be made, and a good one.

  COURTSHIPS

  The first prospective alliance was to a man to whom Annabella’s friends believed she was ideally suited.

  George Eden (his father had been elevated to the peerage as Lord Auckland), was the nephew of Sir John Eden, a former MP and close neighbour to the Milbankes in the north. In January 1810, the Edens had been devastated by a suicide: the body of George’s older brother, William, had been found floating in the Thames. Comfort lay in the knowledge that George himself was built of sterner stuff. Admired by his family, respected by his peers, George had always seemed more capable than poor, conflicted William of running the family’s handsome estate at Eden Farm, lying a few miles east of London.

  Grave and high-principled, George Eden was so eager and assiduous a suitor that the Milbankes must have been ready to tear their hair out with frustration at Annabella’s steady refusal (it was the first of many such displays of obstinacy) to commit herself to anything deeper than a fond friendship. Her respect and affection for Mr Eden was beyond doubt. The most regular of her dancing partners, George was praised in Annabella’s journal as both just and wise. Lady Auckland, desperate to see George married to such a suitable young woman, assured Miss Milbanke (this was during Annabella’s second London season) that Mr Eden’s sisters thrived upon her ‘cheerful & improving society’, while expressing her heartfelt admiration for ‘a character so far beyond what any of your years possess’.

  All was in vain.

  George Eden’s misfortune was to be too perfect. Where, with such a paragon of virtue, lay the chance to exercise that redemptive benevolence which 18-year-old Annabella longed to bestow? How could Miss Milbanke foresee what an excellent wife she might one day make to the future governor-general of India? At the time of George’s proposal, back in the late summer of 1811, Annabella knew only that this particular alliance was not to her taste.

  Friendship was a different matter. Rejecting Mr Eden’s offer, Miss Milbanke promised her absolute discretion. Nobody should know that he had been turned down; her affection for him would continue undiminished. A kindly consolation, instantly accepted (‘Be a friend still to my Mother and to my sisters,’ poor George humbly entreated), Annabella’s readily bestowed friendship did nothing to speed her progress to the altar. Seeing them continually in each other’s company; noting the regularity of the Milbanke family’s visits to Eden Farm; remarking the closeness that had grown up between Annabella and one of George’s eight sisters, Mary Dulcibella: how could society be blamed for assuming that the future of this evidently well-suited couple was a foregone conclusion?

  Lady Melbourne may have been at work behind the scenes to promote an alternative match for her uppish little niece. In this new instance, however, the courtship was kept well out of view. The first public reference to Sir Augustus Foster’s wistful pursuit of Annabella Milbanke was not made until almost eighty years later, when Foster’s third son, Vere, published a family correspondence that included many of his father’s personal letters.

  Tall, florid and – to judge from the official portrait of him painted in diplomatic attire – justly proud of his shapely legs, Sir Augustus was still holding down his post at the British embassy in Sweden when Annabella first arrived in London. Banished from Stockholm by Napoleon, Foster reached London in May 1810 and rapidly – he was notoriously susceptible – fell in love with the latest novelty on the marriage market: a girl possessed of rare intelligence and fiercely independent mind.

  The Milbankes, eager for what sounded a most suitable match, expressed cautious enthusiasm. Annabella kept her distance. Foster’s mother, Lady Elizabeth, newly married to the Duke of Devonshire after twenty-four years of living with him and his wife in London’s most notorious ménage à trois, did not disguise her impatience with an obsession that she regarded as a waste of time. The duchess was on excellent terms with the Prince of Wales; discreet arrangements were made to scupper Augustus’s plans. When a lovesick Augustus actually declined to exchange Stockholm for a royal appointment to Washington, on the other side of the Atlantic, his mother lost her temper. Was he mad? Would he refuse the opportunity of a lifetime in order to engage upon – the angry duchess could not even bring herself to identify Miss Milbanke by name – ‘an unfounded pursuit of other objects?’

  Augustus gave in, but he did not give up. In the spring of 1812, the now widowed duchess was still being entreated to soften her view. ‘I see you don’t like Annabella much,’ the disconsolate diplomat wrote from Washington on 26 May. Wistfully, Foster defended his chosen one (‘she has good eyes, is fair, has right ideas, and sense, and mildness’) while bewailing his misfortune in being so far away: ‘No Minister ever had such temptation to break up a negotiation and come home. I would give the world to go back for six months . . .’

  Either the spectacle of such devotion softened his steely mother’s heart or a shrewd woman had realised that Annabella would never be won. Throughout the summer of Annabella’s third season in London, the dowager duchess made a dutiful effort to promote her son’s cause. Augustus was informed that his mother now liked Annabella’s countenance and manners and that she was getting to know her much better. On 4 July, shortly before dining at Portland Place with Lady Milbanke and ‘Old twaddle Ralph’, the duchess passed on a further crumb of comfort to her son. Judith (‘la madre’) had enquired after Augustus ‘most kindly’. Perhaps Annabella’s strange indifference was a mask. ‘I shall live in hope for you,’ the duchess wrote with a conspicuous effort at goodwill.

  It was always the sisters who benefited most from their brother’s courtship of Annabella; close female confidantes were of intense importance to this only child of an ageing couple. By the springtime of 1812, a strong mutual friendship had already sprung up between Miss Milbanke and Augustus Foster’s clever sister, Caroline. (Mrs George Lamb, like Mary Gosford, belonged to the same age group as Annabella’s adored cousin, Sophy Tamworth.)

  In April 1812, following a brief visit to George Eden’s agreeable home near Beckenham in Kent, Annabella spent three days with the Lambs at Brocket Hall, Lord and Lady Melbourne’s house in Hertfordshire. On 9 April, she finally told a disappointed Sir Ralph that Caro George (as Mrs George Lamb was often named to distinguish her from that other, wilder Caroline Lamb, her sister-in-law) had promised to transmit her refusal to Sir Augustus. But nothing was said. Possibly, Caro George feared, as she confided to Annabella, that a despairing Augustus would plunge into marriage with – unimaginable horror! – an American. Possibly, she hoped that Miss Milbanke (for whom she was developing a great affection) might yet change her mind. Exiled to Washington, out of sight of Annabella during the most flirtatious summer of her young life, Augustus continued to take hope from his mother’s softening view and words of reassurance.

  On 31 August, Caro George finally delivered her report to Augustus of the discussion she had held with Annabella at Brocket in April. Asked directly about her intentions, Miss Milbanke had fidgeted, reddened and done all she could to change the subject. Clearly, it was one that was not to her taste: ‘she was much embarrassed’, Mrs Lamb wrote; worse, she ‘has never mentioned you since’.

  And that was that. Back in Sweden by 1816 and married to a congenial Danish bride, Augustus would read about the sensational break-up of Miss Milbanke’s short-lived marriage and feel smugly consoled. The problem had been that he, like the admirable George Eden, was just too good for a young lady whose heart – from the moment she placed one pretty foot in a London drawing room – had been obstinately set upon the reformation of a rake. Now, the ‘icicle’ – as she was privately referred to by Augustus’s mother – had got what she deserved.

  Foster was being wise with hindsight. In part, Annabella did sincerely believe in her duty to marry a good and wealthy man, one who could both secure the future of Seaham and Halnaby and ensure her parents’ peace of mind. A virtuous intention did not preclude enjoyment along the way. While it would be improper to suggest that she put herself about during her three seasons in London, Miss Milbanke certainly showed a smiling face to an impressive number of gentlemen.

  That number, by the summer of 1812, had burgeoned to six or seven. up in Durham, Annabella won the heart of a bewitched young clergyman named William Darnell; in London, she turned down Lord Longford’s brother, General Edward Pakenham, and reduced William Bankes, the wealthy heir to Kingston Lacy, to disappointed tears. The Irish Earl of Roden’s attractively ugly son, Lord Jocelyn, seems never to have become more than a dancing partner, but Lord Seaforth’s heir, Frederick Mackenzie, liked Annabella enough to pay a visit of his own to Seaham (where an absent daughter requested her father to be sure to bestow ‘paternal tenderness’). It sounds as though the young man intended to offer his hand, and Sir Ralph would have been delighted by the union. No proposal was made, however – and no tears were shed. ‘I do not believe that Mac[kenzie] has any thoughts of me though I am sure Lady Seaforth has,’ Annabella wrote cheerfully home in April 1812.

  Annabella’s parents could – and did – worry about the future of a clever and increasingly independent daughter who seemed to have outgrown an elderly couple of provincials. Often out dancing until sunrise and merrily conscious that she had become one of the most courted girls in London, Annabella set thoughts of Frederick Mackenzie aside as she began planning to hold a splendid dinner party at Portland Place. The guest list would prove demanding, she informed her dazed parents on 9 April, for she intended only to ask men who could not possibly be in love with her. Such gentlemen had become difficult to find. ‘I am much the fashion this year. Mankind bow before me, and womankind think me somebody.’

  Life was full of interest and the fact would seem to be that Annabella, in the summer of 1812, and having reached the ripe old age of twenty, had no great wish to get married. One reason for this lack of impatience was that she relished the freedom to do as she pleased and see whom she wished, liberties that she had never experienced during her years at Seaham. Another reason was the example offered by her friends.

  It is striking how many of Annabella’s older women friends had chosen not to marry. Mary Montgomery had the excuse of invalidship. For Selina Doyle, as for the much older Joanna Baillie and her sister Agnes, there was no reason other than the strong wish of these three intelligent women to remain independent. Looking around her in London, Annabella could understand why. Lady Gosford made no secret of the relief she felt whenever her grouchy husband left home. William Lamb put as good a face as he could on what appeared to be a wretched home life with the giddiest of wives. The examples of such unblushingly scandalous spouses as Augustus Foster’s mother and her own Aunt Melbourne were hardly appealing. Why, seeing the misery that a supposedly good marriage could make of a woman’s life, should a strong-willed young female relinquish her newly gained independence?

  A BARLEY-SUGAR DAUGHTER

  No tears had been shed in the summer of 1811 when an exhausted Lady Milbanke retreated to take the waters at Tunbridge Wells, leaving her daughter in the gentle care of Lady Gosford. Annabella had not enjoyed being escorted through her first season in London by a mother whose rouged cheeks were always a touch too bright, whose wigs seemed always to slide askew, and who talked with too noisy an insistence about the marvellous achievements of her brilliant daughter. It was not pleasant to detect how mischievously Lady Melbourne patronised her sister-in-law, nor to observe how Judith, rising to the bait, innocently resumed her hymns of praise, never noticing the fan-masked yawns and stifled sniggers of her captive audience. The ladies who ruled London society were easily bored. They found garrulous Lady Milbanke only a shade more diverting than her beloved ‘Ralpho’, an equally loquacious husband who regularly drank a bottle a night.

  But now Judith had gone to Tunbridge, and her daughter rejoiced.

  
    Farewell old Woman – make yourself merry with thinking how merry I am. I shall write to you tomorrow on a subject which I have not now time to discuss. This I declare now because I like to excite your curiosity, and to delay gratifying it. I am a sweet chicken!!! You ought to think me the most barley-sugar daughter in the creation. I am tired of paying myself compliments but you may pay me as many as you like.

  

  Seaham, for the moment, had lost its lonely charm. A long, dank autumn of estrangement from friends in London was briefly enlivened by the agreeable company of Mary Montgomery; alone again, Annabella contemplated the prospect of a glum family Christmas with a nagging mother and no kind father on hand to defend her. (Sir Ralph had developed an illness which would keep him in bed for most of the winter.) When an invitation to join the Tower family at nearby Elemore Hall arrived, Annabella jumped at the chance to escape.

  Still at Elemore in January 1812 and only mildly diverted by the compliments of her new local admirer, William Darnell, Annabella began plotting for a speedy return to London. Grave concerns were expressed as to the health of that invaluable invalid, Mary Montgomery. When Judith proved unresponsive, Annabella took herself off to see old Dr Fenwick at Durham. Fenwick had personally examined poor, ailing Mary during his summer visit to London; surely, he would agree that a conscientious Annabella should rush back to London and care for her sick friend?

  Dr Fenwick, to his young visitor’s dismay, thought nothing of the kind. Instead, writing in loco parentis (‘except your parents, there is not a friend of yours who loves you more sincerely than myself’), he advised Annabella to stay quietly up at Seaham and stop picking quarrels with a mother who, for all her faults, loved nothing in the world so much as her cherished child.

  
    If she sometimes is mistaken as to the best method of securing your comfort, she is so truly affectionate, her confidence in you is so liberal, so entire & honourable to both; in short her feelings as a Mother occupy so large a portion of her existence, that you cannot be too studious to make a suitable return.

  

  Fenwick, writing to Annabella in early February 1812, a day or two after her visit to his home, flattered himself that he understood her personality. In fact, he was oblivious to one of Miss Milbanke’s greatest flaws. Intensely critical of others, Annabella could never bear to be at fault herself. To be advised to mend her ways was as painful as the realisation that Dr Fenwick had no intention of championing her proposed return to London. There was no help here. Another strategy must be devised.

  On 9 or 10 February, shortly after her visit to Fenwick’s house, Annabella retired to her own room at Seaham in order to justify her intentions to her parents. (Since they all lived under the same roof, her painstaking, elaborate letter was presumably slipped under their bedroom door.) Beginning with Dr Fenwick’s homily ringing in her ears, she apologised for the ‘irritable humours’ by which she had recently caused hurt to her dear ‘Mam’ when Sir Ralph was seriously ill. Perhaps, she conceded, it was possible that Miss Montgomery’s weakening health might be the product of her own anxious wonderings? Nevertheless – this was a difficult leap in the argument, but a determined Annabella bridged it without a blink – did she have the right to distress beloved parents with the spectacle of an anguish that no truthful daughter would wish to conceal? (Truth was a weapon that Annabella was learning to wield with inventive skill.) Or should she – by going to London – where it was conceivable that Mary would prove to be less ill than her loving friend imagined – allow them to rejoice at her own restored peace of mind?

  This amazingly tortuous letter ended with a concessionary flourish. She would, after all, leave Seaham only when her father’s health showed signs of being on the mend. ‘I therefore propose not to be in London till this day fortnight . . .’

  Annabella proved resolute. By 24 February 1812, she was snugly ensconced at Lady Gosford’s London home and – so the Milbankes learned – bestowing happiness upon all who saw her, including the poor invalid, so lit up with joy that ‘for a time [it] gave her the appearance of blooming health.’

  As often with Annabella, truth and wishful thinking were inextricably entwined. Miss Montgomery was indeed less blooming than when she visited Seaham the previous autumn. Death, however, was a long way off. By mid-March, Mary was able to chaperone Annabella to the London studio at which, for a price of twenty guineas, Judith’s barley-sugar daughter was having her portrait painted by George Hayter. Within two years, Mary was travelling to Granada, followed by the first of many long sojourns in Italy. Nearly forty years later, when Annabella herself lay close to death, her old – and still beloved – friend Miss Montgomery was presiding over supper parties at her home in Hampstead.

  Annabella can easily be condemned (several of her parents’ friends voiced their disapproval at the time) for behaving like a heartless humbug, but six lonely and often fogbound months at Seaham might have rendered any lively young woman desperate for escape. Plainly, the jubilant tone of her first letter from London had far more to do with her sense of regained freedom than with the discovery that Mary Montgomery was not yet upon her deathbed.

  On 23 March 1812, George Hayter put the finishing touches to his portrait of a smilingly confident Annabella, her head tossed back, her hair unpinned and loosely curled.

  Two days later, she met Lord Byron.

  


  
CHAPTER FOUR

  ENTERING THE LISTS


  (1812–13)

  
    ‘Childe Harold . . . is on every table, and himself courted, visited, flattered and praised whenever he appears. He has a pale, sickly, but handsome countenance, a bad figure, animated and amusing conversation and in short, he is really the only topic of almost every conversation – the men jealous of him, the women of each other . . .’

    ELIZABETH, DUCHESS OF DEVONSHIRE TO HER SON, SIR AUGUSTUS FOSTER, IN WASHINGTON, 1812

  

  Annabella’s first encounter with Byron took place at Lady Caroline Lamb’s morning waltzing party, held in the glorious entrance hall of Melbourne House. Byron – as he later recalled – was intrigued by Miss Milbanke’s reserved manner and air of ‘quiet contempt’. The curiosity was mutual. Writing up her journal that evening at Lady Gosford’s home, Annabella noted that Lord Byron’s disdainful expression – she drew near enough to notice his restless eyes and the frequency with which he masked the impatient twitch of full lips with his hand – suggested a proper degree of scorn for the frivolity that surrounded him. Lord Byron, lame since birth and always conscious of the halt in his step – he wore loose pantaloons to conceal the defect – declared his preference for boxing to waltzing; Annabella, an enthusiastic dancer, now decided that she, too, despised such trivial amusements.

  Writing to her mother the following day with a careful account of Lord Byron’s appearance and manner, Annabella reported that his opinions were both eloquent and sincere. Byron, meanwhile, baffled a captivated Caroline Lamb by the keen interest he displayed in her husband William’s young cousin from the north: ‘the first words you ever spoke to me in confidence were concerning Annabella,’ Caroline later reminded him, before adding with more frankness than tact: ‘I was astonished – overpowered – I could not believe it.’

  How much did Annabella already know about the young man whose small, proud head and aloof manner she studied with such eager interest on 25 March?

  Reading the Edinburgh Review’s advance puff of Childe Harold and its author in February 1812, Annabella had learned from Francis Jeffrey’s unsigned and influential review that the poem’s author could stand comparison with Dryden and (he was one of Annabella’s particular favourites) George Crabbe. Thrillingly, she learned that there was an evident and powerful connection between the young poet and his poem’s eponymous Childe, a ‘sated epicure . . . his heart burdened by a long course of sensual indulgence’, who wanders through Europe’s loveliest scenery with the restless displeasure of Milton’s Lucifer, ‘hating and despising himself most of all for beholding it with so little emotion’.

  Since everybody in London society was talking about Childe Harold’s author by the time that Annabella met him, it’s probable that she also knew that he, like herself, was an only child. (His half-sister Augusta was the daughter of Captain Byron’s first marriage to Lady Conyers, the once wealthy and – so shockingly – divorced wife of the Marquis of Camarthen.) She may not have known that young Byron and his own once wealthy Scottish mother, Catherine Gordon of Gight, had been subsequently abandoned by his philandering, financially reckless, and finally debt-ridden father. She would certainly have learned that he had returned from his two-year tour of Europe in the summer of 1811, just before the sudden death of his mother at Newstead Abbey, an appealingly derelict family mansion of precisely the kind that a romantic young poet ought to own. (Byron spent little time at Newstead, leaving it under the sporadic supervision of a cheerful young sailor cousin, his namesake and – at the present time – his heir.)

  This was mere background detail. Annabella was more interested to discover that Lord Byron’s scornful expression concealed a generous heart and a strong social conscience, clear evidence of which had already emerged in his first – and widely discussed – public speech.

  Byron was paying one of his occasional visits to Newstead in December 1811, when the tranquil surface of country life in Nottinghamshire was ruffled by an outbreak of rioting. The introduction of new mechanical looms threatened the livelihood of stocking-makers at a time when weaving provided the sole source of income for many poor families. A few bold rebels smashed the new frames that were intended to put them out of work. The punishment, at a time of vicious repression, was transportation and fourteen years of exile to a penal colony in Australia. In February 1812, a bill was introduced to change that penalty from deportation to death.

  The government’s brutal response to Nottinghamshire’s angry frame-breakers was the subject that Byron picked for his maiden speech in the House of Lords.1 Parliamentary speeches during that period tended to be stupefyingly dull. Byron’s, delivered on 27 February, was inflammatory: ‘Will you erect a gibbet in every field, and hang up men like scarecrows?’ he demanded of a largely admiring House. A week later, his angry poem on ‘Framers of the Frame Bill’ (‘Who, when asked for a remedy, sent down a rope’) was printed in the Morning Chronicle. The poem appeared anonymously, but Byron’s distinctive voice was easily identified.

  Scores of the young ladies who panted after Byron in 1812 were attracted by the mad, bad and dangerous aspect of his volatile personality. Annabella saw a man who – like herself – sought to be of service to the world. Had he not proved it, during their very first conversations, by the concern he evinced for the orphan of her former protégé, Joseph Blacket? (Annabella was unaware that Byron’s English Bards and Scotch Reviewers, written before his departure for the Continent, had poked fun at the former cobbler for his high-flown poetry.)

  Besieged by admirers during that happy spring of 1812 as she had never been before, Annabella’s letters home dwelt increasingly upon one subject. Lord Byron was ‘without exception of young or old more agreeable in conversation than any person I know . . . a very bad, very good man,’ she informed her mother on 16 April. Byron, so Sir Ralph learned on the following day, was ‘deeply repentant’ for his youthful sins; by 26 April, Annabella was ready to proclaim it as her ‘Christian duty’ to offer him spiritual guidance. Was this really a mission to redeem Lord Byron’s soul, her nervous mother wondered, or had Annabella fallen in love with a hardened reprobate? Writing to Lady Melbourne, never her favourite member of the Milbanke family, Judith confessed her fears and solicited – for the first time in her life – that worldly lady’s personal intervention.

  Judith’s appeal fell into outstretched hands. ‘My cousins cannot live without me,’ Annabella had innocently boasted to her parents on 15 April, during a month in which she spent almost as much time at Melbourne House as under Mary Gosford’s roof. Flattered by the smooth courtesies of Lady Melbourne and her daughter, Emily (Lady Cowper), Annabella remained blissfully unconscious of her value as a pawn in their scheme to sabotage Byron’s increasingly public relationship with Lady Melbourne’s daughter-in-law, the lovesick, married and scandal-prone Caroline Lamb.

  Judith’s information was swiftly put to use. Hints of Byron’s growing interest in William Lamb’s starchy little cousin were intended to discourage Lady Caroline; instead, they spurred a jealous mistress into action. Towards the end of April, Annabella was persuaded – without much difficulty – to hand over a selection of her own poems, in order – so Caroline sweetly declared – that she might obtain Lord Byron’s sincere opinion of their merit.

  Lord Byron did not, as Caroline must have hoped, jeer at Annabella’s high-minded verses: if anything, he rated them too highly. A poem about a cave at Seaham was singled out for its pleasing turn of thought – albeit of a somewhat different turn from his own – while favourable comparisons were made to the works of Joseph Blacket, Annabella’s verses being ‘better much better’.

  
    But these are all, has she no others? She certainly is a very extraordinary girl, who would imagine so much strength & variety of thought under that placid countenance? . . . You will say as much of this to Miss M. as you think proper. I say all this very sincerely. I have no desire to be better acquainted with Miss Milbank [sic]; she is too good for a fallen spirit to know, and I should like her more if she were less perfect.

  

  Although hardly the missive that Caroline had hoped for, Byron’s response offered enough fuel to serve her purpose. On 2 May, Annabella received a morning summons to visit her cousin’s wife in the suite of upper rooms at Melbourne House which Caroline shared with her husband and their lovable, mentally handicapped young son, Augustus.

  Caroline kept no record of the encounter; Annabella, with uncharacteristic terseness, noted that she had received Lord Byron’s written opinion of her verses, answered Cousin Caroline’s questions with ‘a painful acknowledgement’ and that she had then – this was most unlike her – returned home to dine alone.

  Annabella’s handwritten copy of the letter with which Lady Caroline presented her visitor (it survives within the Lovelace Byron Papers) omitted that final sentence about her own discouraging perfection. There can be little doubt, however, that the letter in its entirety was read aloud to the guest – and taken to heart. Over the next two years, the single fear consistently expressed by Annabella was that Byron would be disillusioned when he discovered her flaws.

  And the ‘painful acknowledgement’? An admission that Annabella had already refused George Eden – he remained her most regular escort – is ruled out by Caroline’s insistent assertions, from May on, that Mr Eden was Miss Milbanke’s preferred suitor and that Byron himself stood no chance. More probably, Caroline extracted and then mocked her young cousin’s wistful dream of reforming Byron. Either way, Annabella left Melbourne House in low spirits.

  Caroline’s own obsession with Byron found its way into one of Annabella’s rare attempts at comic verse. In ‘Byromania’, an undated satirical poem that seemingly emerged from that spring, she poked fun at her cousin’s wife for ‘smiling, sighing o’er his face’. Fortunately for her own peace of mind, Annabella remained unaware of the extremes to which Caroline was prepared to go in pursuit of the desired object (snippets of her pubic hair were hand-delivered to Byron’s rooms towards the end of the summer) or of the easy duplicity with which Byron himself – while assuring Lady Melbourne that he was doing everything to escape from Caroline’s clutches – continued to dally with a woman he fondly addressed as ‘the cleverest most agreeable, absurd, amiable, perplexing dangerous fascinating little being that lives’.

  While Byron never presumed to call Annabella ‘a fascinating little being’, observers noted his interest and evident respect. Byron liked the idea of Miss Milbanke, Augustus Foster’s mother shrewdly informed her absent son during the summer of 1812, not as a mistress, but as a wife. Caroline, meanwhile, despatched a warning to Annabella to forget all about the salvation of ‘Falling Angels’. Filing this letter of 22 May away for future reference, Annabella pencilled a terse underlined comment on the envelope: ‘Very remarkable’.

  By 22 May, Annabella’s parents had been in town for three weeks. It was the mother, so Byron convinced himself, who was responsible for an unwelcome alteration in Miss Milbanke’s manner. Friends with a vested interest hastened to produce other reasons for her coolness: ‘C[aroline] told me she was engaged to Eden, so did several others. Mrs [George] L[amb] her great friend, was of opinion (& upon my honour I believed her) that she neither did could nor ought to like me . . . was I to hazard my heart with a woman I was very much inclined to like, but at the same time sure could be nothing to me . . .?’

  It is not necessary to suppose that Byron was being devious in this letter, addressed to Lady Melbourne on 28 September. (She had asked about his intentions towards her niece.) While passion was the keynote of his affair with the married Lady Caroline, an entirely different quality emerged in his search for a perfect wife. The Byron whom Annabella was getting to know was thoughtful, kind, friendly and courteous. ‘I have met with much evidence of his goodness,’ she had informed her mother on 13 April, after only two meetings with Byron. If only – as she continued to wish without results – her new friend would not show quite such respect, and even awe. A pedestal offered a lonely perch for a young lady with a romantic heart.

  Outwardly calm, Annabella betrayed her growing feelings for Byron to her journal. On 20 June, she sat near enough to him at a lecture to see that what discomforted him was not Thomas Campbell’s allusion to religion, but the way the audience turned to watch Lord Byron’s reaction. (He was, she was beginning to perceive, intensely shy.) On 14 July, a week after enjoying a friendly chat with Byron at an evening hosted by Sarah Siddons, Annabella met him again at a party given by vivacious old Lady Cork. At this encounter, however, Byron wanted only to know whether she shared his high opinion of Miss Bessy Rawdon, the likeable and well-travelled niece of Lord Moira (later Lord Hastings).

  Annabella’s discomfort was increased by her rigorous sense of fair play. Much though she wished it, she could not find a single bad word to say about the admirable Miss Rawdon. Going on from Lady Cork’s soirée to a party given that same night by Lady Melbourne’s married daughter, she felt puzzled by her own unhappiness. Cousin Emily’s evenings were always lively, and yet, alone with her journal, Annabella confessed that she had returned home ‘wearied with want of tranquillity and found no pleasure!’ More revealingly still, Annabella actually confided her jealous fears of the engaging Miss Rawdon to a mother whom she knew for an inveterate chatterbox. Judith, as Annabella had guessed would be the case, took the information directly to her sister-in-law. Who better than Lady Melbourne, so closely involved in all Byron’s affairs, would know where his affections truly lay?

  Judith herself, or so she would proudly declare to Lady Melbourne at a later date, had known from the start that Annabella was interested only in one man. Chaperoning her niece around London during late August (the Milbankes had decamped from the sultry city to savour Richmond’s fresher air), Lady Melbourne swiftly reached the same opinion. Plainly, Annabella adored Byron. Far more surprising was the news from Lord Holland’s home at Cheltenham that Byron not only liked her niece, but that he actually wanted to marry her.

  Byron’s declarative letter was written in the early autumn, when Caroline Lamb had been whisked away to Ireland and her lover had settled into Lord Holland’s Gloucestershire retreat to work on The Giaour, the first in a series of immensely successful romantic poems featuring an eastern setting. Lady Melbourne had asked what he meant to do about Caroline. uneasy in the face of such directness, Byron mumbled that writing friendly letters helped to keep her under control. He then, writing on 13 September, sprang his surprise.

  
    Now my dear Ly M. You are all out as to my real sentiments. I was, am & shall be I fear attached to another . . . one whom I wished to marry . . . had not some occurrances rather discouraged me . . . As I have said so much I may as well say all – the woman I mean is Miss Milbank [sic]. I know nothing of her fortune, & am told that her father is ruin’d . . . I never saw a woman whom I esteemed so much. But that chance is gone and there’s an end.

    Now – my dear Ly M. I am completely in your power . . . If through your means, or any means, I can be free, or at least change my fetters, my regard & admiration could not be increased, but my gratitude would.

  

  Lady Melbourne had become Byron’s cherished confidante during the course of his hectic six-month affair with Lady Caroline Lamb. No friend had a better understanding than she of the emotional volatility that was deployed with such lethal effect upon the women Byron loved – or thought he loved. But Lady Melbourne had also become quite attached to her strong-willed little niece during a summer in which Annabella had confided some of her own feelings about Byron. Noting that the suitor appeared both to believe that his cause was hopeless and yet to invite her help, Lady Melbourne answered with care. Love had not been mentioned in Byron’s letter; might she learn what he proposed to offer in its stead?

  Directness produced as candid an answer as could have been expected from a man who was notoriously capable of changing his affections within the space of a few lines. Was Byron sure of himself? Frankly: ‘no’. Nevertheless, praising Annabella as ‘a clever woman, an amiable woman & of high blood’, Lord Byron believed that she would make him an excellent wife, one who would always find out the best in him.

  
    As to Love, that is done in a week (provided the Lady has a reasonable share) besides marriage goes on better with esteem & confidence than romance, and she is quite pretty enough to be loved by her husband, without being so glaringly beautiful as to attract too many rivals.

  

  Intent on gathering documentary evidence of the sincerity of his feelings for her niece, Lady Melbourne persisted in her quest. Wriggling on the hook that remained firmly in place, Byron displayed a bewildering variety of impulses (sudden enthusiasm for a black-eyed married lady; a dislike of Lady Milbanke; impatience with the time involved in courtship of such a virtuous girl; an ardent wish to address Lady Melbourne as his aunt). On 28 September, in what seems to have been his final letter on the subject, he began by denying his queried interest in Bessy Rawdon, before enquiring whether Annabella intended to marry George Eden. He was halfway through writing it when a frantic letter from the tenacious Lady Caroline galvanised her hounded lover into flight.

  
    I see nothing but a marriage and a speedy one can save me; if your Niece is attainable I should prefer her . . . I wish somebody would say at once that I wish to propose to her – but I have great doubts of her; it rests with her entirely.

  

  The letter was hardly reassuring: Byron had preceded the above announcement by frivolously announcing that everything depended upon whether Annabella waltzed or not. Nevertheless, Lady Melbourne had already decided upon her course of action. On 29 September, in a letter which crossed with Byron’s own to her, she offered hardheaded advice that tallied with the suitor’s own current line of thought: ‘the result of all this seems to me that ye best thing you can do, is to marry & that in fact you can get out of this Scrape by no other means’. At the beginning of October, she sent news to her niece of Byron’s offer to make her his wife.

  Curiously, Byron’s proposal by proxy arrived on Annabella’s breakfast table almost simultaneously with a declaration from one of his friends. William Bankes had been courting Annabella since the spring. Having wished Bankes a brisk farewell on his imminent journey to Granada, Annabella (in her journal entry for 6 October 1812) reveals how coolly she dismissed unwelcome suitors. Bankes had already been deemed ‘odious’ for preventing her from talking with Byron at a dinner party; now, he was dismissed as a pathetic waverer, incapable of defending himself. ‘In short he is a feeble character – a good heart without Judgment, Wit & Ingenuity without common sense.’

  So much for poor Bankes. Byron, upon whose more thoughtful ‘Character Sketch’ Annabella embarked two days later, was assessed with a shrewder understanding and more forbearance. On the minus side (for which she blamed an indulgent mother), she identified pride, inability to control his passions and a disturbing volatility of temperament: ‘his mind is constantly making the most sudden transitions, from good to evil, from evil to good . . .’ On the plus side (far out-weighing the faults listed in her careful appraisal of his personality), she saw chivalrous generosity and kindness: ‘In secret he is the zealous friend of all the human feelings.’ Evidently recalling the tenor of their earliest conversations, she remarked upon his uncommon candour: ‘He is inclined to open his heart unreservedly to those whom he believes good, even without the preparation of much acquaintance. He is extremely humble towards persons whose characters he respects & to them he would penitently confess his errors.’

  The choice of words is revealing. Clearly, Annabella relished the prospect of becoming the confessor and saviour of a celebrated rake. Marriage was quite another matter.

  On 13 October, Lady Melbourne summoned her niece for an overnight stay at Melbourne House. Together, they attended a performance of Much Ado About Nothing, and heard an actor deliver Byron’s speech in honour of the reopening of Drury Lane (a theatrical project with which Byron had become closely involved). The following morning, Annabella addressed herself to Lady Gosford, while using the letter to clarify her own thoughts.

  Annabella, by any reading of the elaborate screed she wrote to Mary Gosford, was flattered both by Byron’s proposal and by the careful selection of his letters through which her Machiavellian aunt had chosen to transmit it. Clearly, it was not his fault that friends had misled him about her relationship with George Eden. Equally apparent was the inherent goodness which would always triumph over his passions. He loved her. Proudly, she quoted Byron’s words about having always wished to marry her, no matter what the future might hold. Complacently, she cited his account of her superiority to all other women.

  And yet.

  It was the issue of her declared perfection that remained the sticking point. Painfully conscious of her faults, and in particular, of the hot temper which she was still struggling to subdue, Annabella could not bear (or so she wrote to Lady Gosford) the prospect of witnessing his disillusion.

  
    He speaks of my character as the only female one which could have secured his devoted affection and respect. Were there no other objection, his theoretical idea of my perfection which could not be fulfilled by the trial would suffice to make me decline a connection that must end in his disappointment.

  

  A decision had been reached. Having loaned her aunt the character sketch of Byron (of which she was evidently proud), Annabella retreated to her parents’ house at Richmond, before despatching a letter informing Aunt Melbourne that she did not love the noble gentleman enough to marry him. That blunt piece of news was sent on to Byron at Cheltenham, together with a copy of the character sketch. Also transmitted by her aunt was Annabella’s habitual sweetener: the offer of a dignified continuation of friendship, with no reference to the past.

  Annabella’s aunt was displeased. Byron’s own chagrin was so well hidden as to pass for relief. Writing back to Lady Melbourne on 17 October, he asked her to reassure Miss Milbanke that discretion would be maintained. A second letter (it was written the following day) began by praising the character sketch of himself as ‘very exact’ in parts, although ‘much too indulgent, overall’. A graceful allusion to Annabella as the ‘Princess of Parallelograms’ (a tribute to her mathematical skill) signalled his own comfortable retreat: ‘we are two parallel lines prolonged to infinity side by side but never to meet’. By 20 October, he had drawn a line under the proceedings. Miss Milbanke was to be informed (second-hand, as always), that ‘I am more proud of her rejection than I can ever be of another’s acceptance.’

  Two weeks later, Byron hinted at new interests; by 14 November, he was off again, making love to the lusciously available and safely married Lady Oxford. Weary of behaving like the hero of a sentimental novel, he now adopted a tone of brutal honesty. Annabella’s delicacy was all very nice, Lady Melbourne heard from her self-adopted nephew, but ‘I prefer hot suppers.’
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  Neither Lord Byron nor Annabella had reckoned with the determination of their jointly appointed go-between: the intelligent and blushlessly treacherous Lady Melbourne. Annabella’s rejection – a decided setback in the ongoing battle to extricate Byron from the tenacious grasp of Caroline Lamb – might yet be overcome. And so, having complimented Miss Milbanke on 21 October for the dignity with which she had conducted herself, and having offered assurance that Byron was ‘much touch’d’ by her confidence in his future good conduct, Lady Melbourne summoned her niece back from Richmond for a second interview.

  Very sweetly, Lady Melbourne now asked to be told just what dear Annabella did want from a man in order to marry him; very demurely, Annabella presented her written shopping list. Calm, equable, pleasant-looking and of good birth (a title was not required), the ideal husband would consult, but not rely upon, his wife, displaying an attachment that was balanced, never excessive. No emotional displays or ill humour would be permitted at any time, lest they should affect her. ‘I am never sulky,’ she added in an explanatory aside, ‘but my spirits are easily depressed, particularly by seeing anybody unhappy.’

  If Annabella was slyly poking fun at her aunt’s blatant determination to marry her off, Lady Melbourne, a woman whose wit was sharper than her sense of humour, failed to see the joke. The wish list was, by and large, granted to her niece; the absurd request for a husband who would always control his feelings in order not to irritate those of his wife was angrily dismissed. Overall, Miss Milbanke was recommended to climb down from her ‘stilts’ and expect a great deal less from any man who was willing to marry her. On the subject of ill temper, she was advised to study self-control: ‘till you can attain this power over Yourself never boast of your command over yr passions, – and till you can practise it – you have no right to require it in others.’

  Annabella’s answer was engagingly frank. She had not meant to suggest that she hungered after a righteous prig: ‘I am always repelled by people of that description.’ As to her aunt’s advice against seeking an impossible ideal, surely a young lady might be allowed to hope? And now, ‘After so full an explanation you will perhaps take off my stilts, and allow that I am only on tiptoe.’

  Lady Melbourne had been beaten back, but the topic of Byron could never be long avoided. In Richmond, where Mary Montgomery arrived to spend two autumn months, his name was warmly praised by a friend who persisted in seeing the unlikely couple as a perfect match. Reunited with her faithful journal, Annabella approvingly noted that Lord Byron never allowed religion to be mocked at his table and that he had generously given away John Murray’s payment for Childe Harold to Robert Dallas, an impoverished friend. (Dallas had helped to secure the poem’s publication.) Warned against becoming too friendly with Lady Melbourne by Dr Fenwick up in Durham (the canny old practitioner was full of stories about that estimable lady’s deceiving ways), Annabella declined to admit that her aunt’s chief value was as the last remaining line of communication to Lord Byron. Within the privacy of an increasingly wistful Miss Milbanke’s mind her rejected suitor remained firmly to the fore.

  In February 1813, newly arrived in London from visiting the Wentworths and then Cousin Sophy, Annabella made the only kind of overture that was now open to her. Lady Melbourne was requested to ask Lord Byron if they could now meet without awkwardness. His response was prompt, but disappointingly casual. Miss Milbanke might be informed that ‘if she does not misunderstand me nor my views – we shall be very good friends – & “live happy ever after” – in that state of life to which “it may please God to call us”.’

  Poor Annabella. What was she to make of a man grown heartless enough to add that he had actually smiled at her rejection? Even aloof Mr Darcy (whose character she greatly admired when reading Pride and Prejudice during a second winter visit to Cousin Sophy’s home) would have shown more feeling.

  Annabella’s journal reveals little about her thoughts during her final summer on the London marriage market. Arriving in London on 7 May 1813 (following her third stay of the year with Sophy Tamworth), Annabella attended a ball. It was the first occasion of the year at which she set eyes on Byron – but only from a distance. He was present at another party three days later, but there was no chance to speak with him. Nine days later, her private journal expressed disgust at the envy Samuel Rogers – a poet whom Byron rated only just below Walter Scott – betrayed of his literary confrère. The warmth of Annabella’s own feelings is clear in her indignant private comment: ‘I always thought Rogers mean, but I did not think him capable of such petty artifices as he used on this occasion to blast a rival’s name.’

  No further mention of Byron’s name appears in the journal. In her private ‘Auto-Description’ of 1831, however, Annabella recalled Byron’s exceptional pallor when she gave him her hand at their first May meeting, and how that betrayal of feeling had given her hope. (‘Perhaps, unconscious as I was, the engagement was then formed on my part.’) Several further such encounters had apparently taken place, ‘but every time I felt more pain, & at last I shunned the occasions’.

  Lord Byron, who had been toying with the idea of travelling abroad with his new mistress, the lovely Lady Oxford, overstepped a line when he flirtatiously presented her 11-year-old daughter with some trinkets he had recently retrieved from Caroline Lamb. The Oxfords indicated their displeasure by leaving Byron behind when they went abroad at the end of June 1813. It was at a party given around this time that Annabella observed her former suitor seated on a sofa beside a woman whose pleasant face, framed in corkscrews of brown ringlets, was new to her. Enquiries revealed that the brown-haired lady was Byron’s older and married half-sister, the Honourable Augusta Leigh.
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  Augusta Leigh was always short of money. She was especially so when she arrived in London at the end of June 1813 (just as the Oxfords set off for the Continent). Colonel Leigh was away, as was his habit, at the races. Their three small children – the eldest, Georgiana, was Byron’s god-daughter – had been left in the care of a nurse at The Paddocks in Six Mile Bottom. (The Leighs’ home suited the sporting Colonel’s wish to live close to the thoroughbred mecca of Newmarket.) Augusta’s choice of city lodgings was a giveaway of her hard-up state. Beginning at the noisily inelegant abode of Byron’s grasping lawyer, John Hanson, she moved on to lodge with Theresa Villiers, a loyal friend whose excellent connections to the royal circle might be worked upon to advantage.

  Augusta arrived in town at the very moment when Byron was unattached. Comic, easygoing, delightfully unreproachful and unfailingly affectionate, Augusta’s unhesitating readiness to become Byron’s favourite companion may have been related to the fact that her half-brother – of whose own financial woes she was at best dimly aware – appeared to be a source of wealth.

  Few, in the late summer of 1813, saw anything unusual in Byron’s loving reunion with an older sister to whom he had become almost a stranger. Caroline Lamb was merely signalling a frenzied wish to recapture her lost lover’s interest when, on 5 July, she used the occasion of a waltzing party to cut herself with a broken glass before slashing her wrists (not deeply enough, according to an exasperated Lady Melbourne) with a pair of pocket scissors. Hostesses were quick to spread the tale of Lady Caroline’s theatrical stunt, but no eyebrows were raised when Byron requested to bring Augusta to their houses. His own half-sister: what could be more innocently respectable?

  Annabella Milbanke was thinking only of how to renew a friendship that she valued and feared she had forever lost – Byron was reported to be departing for the Continent, perhaps never to return – when she wrote once again to Lady Melbourne from Seaham on 18 July. A newspaper had reported that day on Lord Byron’s purported use of legal trickery to enforce the sale of Newstead. Annabella begged her aunt to pass along the fact that she herself knew Lord Byron to be incapable of such base behaviour. Her more ardent message followed.

  
    As I shall not have an opportunity of seeing him again I should be glad if you would tell him that however long his absence may be, I shall always have pleasure in hearing that he is happy, and if my esteem can afford him any satisfaction, he may rely on my not adopting the opinions of those who wrong him.

  

  The newspaper had got its facts wrong. Byron had indeed agreed to sell his crumbling family estate in Nottinghamshire for £140,000 (close to £5 million in today’s terms), back in 1812. Over a year later, he had still received only £5,000. The prospective buyer, a lawyer called Thomas Claughton, was now belatedly questioning the originally agreed price. Responding on 18 July to Lady Melbourne’s letter with an explanation (Byron himself had already seen the article and angrily ordered John Hanson to take corrective action), Byron saved Annabella for his postscript. Miss Milbanke could be told – whatever it pleased her aunt to say: ‘I have not the skill – you are an adept – you may defend me if it amuses you.’ (Lady Melbourne’s envoy to her niece, if she ever wrote one, has not survived.)

  The Milbankes had little personal knowledge of Lord Byron – Sir Ralph had met him only once – but they were growing anxious about Annabella.

  Evidence of parental concern, rather than of any cunning strategy for their daughter’s future, showed up in their prompt support for Annabella’s decision, on 22 August, to write directly, for the first time in her life, to Lord Byron. Informing him of her parents’ approval, she imposed only one condition upon the epistolary friendship that she wished to initiate: ‘In particular I would not have it known to Ly Melbourne . . . she is perhaps too much accustomed to look for design, to understand the plainness of my intentions . . .’

  


  
CHAPTER FIVE

  AN EPISTOLARY COURTSHIP


  (1813–14)

  Not tell Lady Melbourne! How little Annabella knew Byron, or indeed, her aunt. How could she have guessed that – within a fortnight of her own resolutely secret suit to Byron – Lady Melbourne would be sending him (although for what mischievous purpose, it is hard to conjecture) the private list of husbandly requirements that she herself had persuaded Annabella to draw up a year earlier?

  Returning that curious document to his favourite correspondent on 5 September 1813, Byron expressed concern that Miss Milbanke’s faith in her own infallibility ‘may lead her into some egregious blunder’. The blunder that he evidently had in mind lay in soliciting the friendship of himself, a rejected suitor. So far, however, Lady Melbourne knew only that he had embarked upon a sentimental correspondence with somebody referred to as ‘X.Y.Z.’. By 7 September, however, Annabella’s aunt had been enlightened. Doubtless, she hoped that this high-minded friendship with her niece might steer a young man she adored away from a far more dangerous relationship: his newly discovered passion for Augusta Leigh.

  Byron had entered the month of August 1813 with the intention of running away to Europe accompanied by the latest object of his desire. (Mrs Leigh, he told a horrified Lady Melbourne on 5 August, was even keener than himself on the elopement plan.) By the end of the month, he was having second thoughts. Augusta, for her part, had returned to the ramshackle, debt-ridden house at Six Mile Bottom that she shared with her husband and their three young children. Byron, while dropping enticing hints to his friend Tom Moore on 22 August about having landed himself in a ‘far more serious – and entirely new – scrape’, was by now pondering how best to dig himself out.

  On that same day (22 August), Annabella had posted off from Seaham her laboriously prolix request to become Lord Byron’s special penfriend. Love formed no part of her suit: fearful of raising false expectations or – which seems more likely – anxious to save her face, she alluded to another secret and unrequited passion. ‘I signified the existence of an attachment in my mind,’ she would admit to Mary Gosford on 3 December, mournfully adding that she had been betrayed into this uncharacteristic act of deception by her own imprudent enthusiasm.

  Annabella’s intentions were sincere; her indication of unavailability acted like catnip upon a man accustomed to reducing ladies to a state of prostrate compliance. But here, incredibly, was one – the only one who had dared to refuse him – calmly announcing that she preferred another man. When Byron wrote back (25 August) to say that he himself ‘still’ preferred her to all others and that friendship was impossible (‘I doubt whether I could help loving you’), Annabella scored another point by retreating. If friendship was not on offer, she announced, ‘I will trouble you no more . . . God bless you.’

  Unavailable still? Such coolness was irresistible! On 31 August, an increasingly intrigued Byron wrote back to announce that – despite having once aspired to be her husband – he accepted Miss Milbanke’s newly imposed conditions. Friendship it should be, and he was ready to obey commands: ‘if you will mark out the limits of our future correspondence & intercourse they shall not be infringed. – Believe me with the most profound respect – ever gratefully yrs. Byron.’

  And so it all began.

  Byron’s letters to Annabella during that autumn, when read alongside the opinions that he was simultaneously expressing to her aunt, might cause an impartial reader to gasp at such insouciant betrayal of a friendship. But Byron’s left hand was seldom aware of what his right was doing. Inconsistency was as instinctive to him as wit. ‘If I am sincere with myself (but I fear one lies more to one’s self than to anyone else),’ he would admit to his journal on 6 November, ‘every page should confute, refute, and utterly abjure its predecessor.’

  Writing to his self-appointed friend (so conveniently remote in her northern fastness), Byron became earnest, sincere and gratifyingly deferential. He told her (when asked) about his childhood introduction by a Scottish nurse to the grim doctrine of Calvinism and a vengeful God, a deity far removed from Annabella’s own forgiving Maker. He chastised her view of his solemnity. (‘Nobody laughs more . . .’) He acquainted her with his notion of the purpose of life (‘The great object of life is Sensation – to feel that we exist even though in pain – it is this “craving void” which drives us to Gaming – to Battle – to Travel . . .’), but expressed warm approval when Miss Milbanke disagreed. He teased her about rumours of a newly rejected lover (Stratford Canning, a cousin of the Whig politician)1 and asked her to be kind to his little cousin Eliza Byron, about to go away to school up in the remote north of England. He informed Miss Milbanke that she herself wrote ‘remarkably well’, sulked when Annabella did not respond at once to his own letters, wondered when she next would be in town, and (on 26 September, a month after their correspondence began) humbly sought permission to address her as ‘My dear friend’.

  So far, so promising. Writing to Annabella in that same late September letter, Byron asked her (in a tone that sounded agreeably filial) to convey his ‘invariable’ respects to Miss Milbanke’s parents. Of Augusta Leigh, of the always-returning Caroline Lamb and of his new love interest, a certain Lady Frances (the flirtatious wife of his friend, Sir Godfrey Wedderburn Webster), Lord Byron mentioned not one word.2 Annabella was to be his mentor, not his confidante. The most that he would allow her to know – driven by a pride that matched her own – was that he did not languish uncomforted.

  Writing simultaneously to Lady Melbourne throughout that same autumn of 1813, Byron used an entirely different tone. On 28 September, just two days after requesting the honour of addressing Annabella as his own dear friend, he groaned to her aunt about the persevering epistles of ‘your mathematician’ and mocked the earnestness of such a prim little virgin – ‘the strictest of St ursula’s 11000 what do you call ’ems’ – who, nevertheless, chose to write letters to a rake. Annabella was unchivalrously categorised behind her back as the kind of young woman who

  
    enters into a clandestine correspondence with a personage generally presumed a great Roué – & drags her aged parents into this secret treaty – it is I believe not usual for single ladies to risk such brilliant adventures – but this comes of infallibility . . .

  

  Ominously, Byron added his opinion that Annabella was doing ‘a foolish thing’ by corresponding with him at all.

  Byron’s bravado may have been more of a pose than he himself knew. Ten days later, he failed to disguise his discomfiture when Lady Melbourne revealed that Annabella, while writing to him with all the considerable gravity that she could muster, was meanwhile displaying the gayest of spirits in the letters she despatched to Melbourne House. Was she indeed? – ‘the little demure Nonjuror!’ Byron burst out on 8 October.

  He had revealed too much, and it seems that he knew it. Before the end of the month, Lady Melbourne was being untruthfully informed (by Byron himself) that his correspondence with her niece was at an end.

  By the close of 1813, so far as her aunt knew, Annabella Milbanke had passed out of her former suitor’s thoughts. On 6 February 1814, Byron mischievously reminded Lady Melbourne of the doomed proposal (‘that brilliant negociation with the Princess of Parallellograms’) he had once persuaded her to make on his behalf. Now, back in London from a long and secluded Christmas at Newstead with the pregnant Augusta and her children, Byron asked his favourite mentor to find him some docile, trouble-free consort: ‘What I want is a companion – a friend rather than a sentimentalist.’

  Lady Melbourne knew better than to trust Byron’s shimmering impulses. Annabella was more easily deceived. Bewitched by her correspondence with the most dangerously seductive letter-writer of the age, it took just three months for austere vows of friendship to change into ardent hopes of a requited love. On 26 November 1813, she confessed to Mary Gosford her secret dream of becoming Byron’s wife: ‘a thought too dear to be indulged’. The following day, Annabella set out to charm Byron with a letter in which, shyly angling for a romantic response, she asked whether their closer acquaintanceship might have caused him to like her – less?

  The tactic almost worked. Responding on 29 November, Byron sounded both serious and tender. Annabella wronged herself, he told her, both in fearing that ‘the charm’ had been broken by correspondence and in imagining that she had overstepped a mark through her question. ‘No one can assume or presume less than you do,’ he reassured her. As for love, none could supplant her. It was simply the case – she had told him so herself – that ‘the only woman to whom I ever seriously pretended as a wife – had disposed of her heart already . . .’

  November 1813 was the month in which Byron first began to keep a journal. On the last day of the month, just after writing that affectionate response to Annabella’s ‘very pretty’ letter, he sat down at his desk in Bennet Street to assess their relationship.

  
    What an odd situation and friendship is ours! – without one spark of love on either side, and produced by circumstances which in general end in coldness on one side, and aversion on the other. She is a very superior woman, and very little spoiled, which is strange in an heiress – a girl of twenty – a peeress that is to be, in her own right – an only child, and a savante, who has always had her own way. She is a poetess – a mathematician – a metaphysician, and yet, withal, very kind, generous, and gentle, with very little pretension. Any other head would be turned with half her acquisitions, and a tenth of her advantages.

  

  Byron had done his homework. Always in debt himself, he was evidently attracted by (it was a charge he would later vigorously deny) Annabella’s position as an only child – and future peeress – who was due to inherit her uncle’s fortune. Overall, nevertheless, the most striking aspect of Byron’s private journal entry was that his exalted respect for Annabella – for all his initial denial of any such implication – came curiously close to love.

  Close, but he was not yet ready to be caught. Annabella, by late November 1813, found herself in torment over her own folly. Three times now, she wailed to Lady Gosford, Byron had mentioned her unidentified lover as his sole reason not to propose. How could she now signal her availability without admitting that she had lied – and risk losing his respect? ‘He has never yet suspected me,’ she sighed. Mary Gosford, while sympathetic, could offer no solution.

  A deeper question, one that Annabella had perhaps not paused to examine, was whether Byron actually wished to know that his dear friend’s heart was free? In February 1814, Miss Milbanke launched herself upon the impossible mission of acknowledging the deception she had practised without compromising her own lofty integrity. So baffling was her explanation that Byron quoted one sentence back to her with a request for its elucidation. ‘I cannot by total silence acquiese [sic] in that which if supported when its delusion is known to myself would become deception.’ What exactly did she mean by those elaborate words, he asked, before torturing her with the reminder (he had just returned from a private holiday with Augusta at Newstead) of the circumscribed role to which she herself had so strictly confined him: ‘the moment I sunk into your friend . . . you never did – never for an instant – trifle with me nor amuse me with what is called encouragement . . .’

  Extracted from its context, this reminder that they were friends – and nothing more – offered scant cause for hope. However, Byron’s long letter (his often matched Annabella’s own voluminous epistles in length) also included expressions of regret that ill-health would keep her from London (Annabella had been ailing for some weeks), flattering comments about some verses that she had thoughtfully sent him, pleasure at her generous tribute to The Corsair (Byron’s most recent eastern romance was enjoying a massive success) and a tender farewell: ‘God bless you.’ Enough emotion was on show here for Annabella to try once more. On 17 February, she again signalled her availability. Byron promptly thanked her for indicating the exact opposite and thereby saving them both a deal of trouble: ‘& so adieu to the subject,’ he wrote with airy dismissiveness, before inquiring her age and revealing that he, at twenty-six, felt ‘six hundred in heart and in head & pursuits about six.’

  Annabella’s best chance, as she was too innocent to realise, was in keeping her distance. In March, a month when Byron presided over a cynical alliance – the hastily arranged marriage of Mary Anne Hanson, the toughly sexy daughter of his own unscrupulous lawyer, to the mentally deficient and extremely rich Earl of Portsmouth, whom Hanson also represented – Byron confided to Annabella that religion, advocated by her as a source of comfort, offered no solace to his all too sensitive spirit.3 Writing back with complete sincerity that she nevertheless hoped the best for him, as she had always done, Miss Milbanke won his heart. ‘I shall be in love with her again, if I don’t take care,’ Byron warned himself on 15 March. Addressing Annabella directly on the same day, he spoke of his desire for her company.

  It was the enticing sentence ‘You do not know how much I wish to see you’ that inspired Annabella to venture one further cautious step. On 13 April, she asked if she had correctly understood that Lord Byron might be willing to visit her at Seaham? This was bold. Byron had expressed no such wish. For a bachelor to invite himself to stay at the house of a young unmarried woman with whom he had been in regular correspondence was tantamount to asking for her hand. How, then, would he answer? The response, written a week later from Byron’s new London lodging at Albany (a bachelor’s set of rooms off Piccadilly that he had inherited from the recently married Lord Althorp), was encouraging. He would visit Seaham Hall with pleasure, requesting only not to intrude upon her studies: ‘you will do as you please – only let it be as you please . . .’ Distance, he added airily of a five-day journey by stagecoach from London, was of no consequence in the matter.

  Annabella’s complete ignorance of what was taking place in Byron’s life during the period of her negotiations for a visit helps to explain the extreme distress with which – two years later – she would belatedly unravel the intrigue that had formed the background to Byron’s capricious courtship of herself: a woman whose intelligence and virtuous high-mindedness he had respected almost too much to exploit. Almost, however, was not quite enough.

  Byron, at the time he answered Annabella’s timid request, had just learned of the birth (on 15 April) of Augusta Leigh’s fourth child, christened Elizabeth Medora and always known to her family as Elizabeth or Libby. Conception had taken place in July 1813, the month during which Augusta and Byron had first consummated their love. Never supposing that his half-sister might also still be sleeping with her husband (as was the case), the guilty lover assumed from the start that the child was his.

  Incapable of keeping a secret, Byron allowed his pen to betray what his lips were forbidden to utter. The Bride of Abydos (November 1813) approached a public confession of his passion, close enough for Byron to hesitate about sending an early copy of his poem to Annabella, while almost begging Lady Melbourne to connect its narrative to his earlier hints of an incestuous love. (The poem’s original version presented the besotted and garrulous Selim as Zuleika’s brother, rather than as her cousin.)

  Lady Melbourne remained, as Annabella had become aware, her suitor’s closest confidante. While Annabella herself was writing wistful letters to her aunt throughout the spring of 1814 about a life of studious isolation, Byron was confessing to the unshockable Lady M that he was embarked upon the most enjoyable love affair of his life. ‘However I will positively reform,’ he told her on 25 April:

  
    – you must however allow – that it is utterly impossible I can ever be half as well liked elsewhere – and I have been all my life trying to make someone love me – & never got the sort that I preferred before. – But positively she & I will grow good – & all that – & so we are now and shall be these three weeks & more too . . .4

  

  Byron did not reserve his shocking tales for Lady Melbourne alone. ‘Frightful suspicions’, noted his friend John Cam Hobhouse after visiting the Drury Lane Theatre with Byron on 19 May. Horrors ‘not to be conceived’ were revealed on 24 June to a suddenly prudish Caroline Lamb. Lady Melbourne, however, was not only his confidante but his mentor. In between swaggering about his dreadful wickedness, Byron sought her views about the wisdom of his going to Seaham. By 24 April, the date on which Annabella disclosed that she had herself informed Aunt Melbourne of his proposed visit (of which ‘I think she will be very glad to learn’), Lady Melbourne had thrown icy water upon the project. ‘Credo di No!’ Byron scrawled to the side of Annabella’s words, before underlining his negation. Miss Milbanke’s letter went unanswered.

  Hopeful and oblivious, Annabella sailed on towards her destiny. On 29 April, she reminded Byron that her parents still awaited confirmation of his visit. No confirmation arrived.

  On 30 April, however, while pleading for Augusta (‘not aware of her own peril – till it was too late’) to Lady Melbourne, Byron began to wonder if marriage to a quietly respectable woman like Annabella might encourage him ‘to sever all other pursuits’. Lady Melbourne, advising him on that same day, had independently reached the same conclusion, but from a more cynical motive. Such a respectable young woman could provide the perfect camouflage for the adulterous siblings, and dear Annabella was far too naive to be suspicious of what was going on: ‘she will understandably make a friend (a female one) of any person you may point out – & all friends is very much to be wished . . .’

  Up at Seaham, time crawled. Temporarily deprived of her favourite confidante – Mary Montgomery had gone abroad for her health – Annabella had nobody with whom to share the anxiety she felt about her dismayingly reticent correspondent. She wrote to praise Byron’s ‘Ode to Napoleon Buonaparte’. (In Seaham village, a bonfire had been lit to celebrate the emperor’s abdication.) Its author did not respond. Lady Melbourne, writing to Miss Milbanke on 25 May as if Byron was a perfect stranger to her niece, airily declared that Annabella was certain to enjoy the poet’s company when he visited her parents’ northern home. Byron himself said nothing at all.

  On 19 June, while Judith Milbanke went to Kirkby Mallory to visit her heartbroken brother – comforting him through Lady Wentworth’s final days – Annabella plucked up the courage to make one final appeal. ‘Pray write to me,’ she pleaded, pathetically adding that she knew Lord Byron would never mean to hurt her. ‘Prim and pretty as usual’ comprised Byron’s tart comment to her aunt. Three days later, writing to Annabella on 24 June, he explained that he was still trying to fix a date for his visit. His sign-off was a little warmer than before: ‘ever yrs most sincerely’ had progressed into ‘very affectly & truly yrs’. From this, Annabella could take her crumb of comfort.

  Byron wrote nothing more to Annabella until 1 August. Between times, he had been asking Augusta to scout out his chances for marrying her pretty young friend, Lady Charlotte Leveson-Gower. By August, he, Augusta, her children, Byron’s college friend Francis Hodgson and his naval cousin George Byron were all off enjoying a beachside summer holiday at Hastings. Colonel Leigh, as usual, was absent from the party.

  Later, after they became close friends, Captain Byron would tell Annabella that Augusta made use of the Hastings summer vacation to urge her brother to press for a marriage to Miss Milbanke. If she did so, it was without success. Annabella had written to Byron at the end of July to hint once more at her availability, while entreating a fixed date for his long-promised visit to Seaham. Responding from Hastings, Byron wilfully misunderstood her. Of course, he knew that she remained committed to another man, he wrote. No need, then, for her to worry that he – blessed with an excellent memory of that unfortunate fact – would intrude upon their happy trysts. Trapped, Annabella could only repeat that his rival had been dispatched (‘nothing could now induce me to marry him’) and ask, wrapping the most transparent of hopes in the most obscurely elaborate language at her disposal, where Byron now stood?

  
    My doubt then is – and I ask a solution – whether you are in any danger of that attachment to me which might interfere with your peace of mind . . . Next, on the supposition of a reply unfavourable to my wishes, I would ask you to consider by what course the danger may be avoided . . .

  

  On 10 August, briefly back at his Albany rooms, Byron replied with something that came thrillingly close to a declaration. ‘I will answer your question as openly as I can,’ he wrote. ‘I did, do, and always shall love you –’ From here, however, he perversely proceeded to remind her that she had already turned him down once and – given the chance – would doubtless do so again. Since she had tendered no offer of affection, he did not intend to sue for pity.

  At this point, Annabella lost her temper. Enraged by Byron’s obdurate failure to understand her, she now announced (on 13 August) that her own feelings about him were and always had been limited by the knowledge that she and he were thoroughly incompatible. ‘Not, believe me, that I depreciate your capacity for the domestic virtues . . . Nevertheless you do not appear to be the person whom I ought to select as my guide, my support, my example upon earth . . .’

  The: So there! was almost audible. Two formidable personalities had clashed with as much spirit as Petruchio and his shrew; unexpectedly, Byron took his hit on the chin. ‘Very well – now we can talk of something else,’ he responded nonchalantly on the 16th. A short and extremely proper exchange of letters about literature followed on, with Byron’s cancellation of his promised visit softened by his sending (at Annabella’s meek request) his list of recommendations for her reading course. He suggested Sismondi, Hume and Gibbon with the promised loan of his own dual-language Tacitus. Climbing down from her stilts, the scholarly Annabella graciously agreed to give Gibbon a second chance.

  At the end of August, Byron and Augusta travelled to Newstead, following the final withdrawal of the Abbey’s dilatory purchaser, Thomas Claughton. There, having learned that the beguiling Lady Charlotte Leveson-Gower had rejected the proposal made by Augusta on her brother’s behalf, the couple fell back on their original plan. Terrified by the prospect of a scandal which would jeopardise her social position (Mrs Villiers was helping to smooth the way to a place at court and free lodgings for life), Augusta was desperate to see her brother respectably married. Wealthy, affectionate and seemingly unaware of the scandalous tales that were beginning to be whispered in London, Miss Milbanke eminently fitted the bill.

  On 9 September, in a letter which he hesitated a full day before finally despatching, Annabella’s laggardly suitor referred to the petulant August epistle in which Annabella announced that she would never be his because their characters were ‘ill adapted to each other’. Now, Byron humbly asked if that meant all was lost. ‘Are the “objections” – to which you alluded – insuperable?’ And if so, ‘is there any line or change of conduct which could possibly remove them?’ In short, he was finally ready to propose marriage.

  On 18 September, Byron was dining alone at Newstead with Augusta and the local apothecary (liver problems had plagued the young poet since his return to England in 1811) when a gardener brought in the late Mrs Byron’s wedding ring. Mysteriously disinterred from a Newstead flower bed just before Miss Milbanke’s prompt consent (she wrote back on the very day that his proposal arrived), ring and letter together were laid upon the breakfast table. It may have been the odd coincidence that caused the intensely superstitious Byron to turn ashen white. Later, and with extraordinary spite, Augusta would add another detail for Annabella’s benefit. Byron’s only response to the news of her acceptance, so she said, had been to comment: ‘It never rains but it pours.’
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