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Praise for


Peter Fiennes


 


‘Beautifully written, moving in its reflections, and often very funny.’


Tom Holland on Footnotes


 


‘Footnotes is a passionate, partisan call for readers to take action before the British countryside may be encountered only between the pages of a book.’


TLS on Footnotes


 


‘A (very witty) account of one man’s journey around Britain, but also something altogether deeper, angrier and more passionate . . . Footnotes is a Trojan Horse, smuggling subversive things through the walls undetected.’


Nick Hunt, author of Where the Wild Winds Are, on Footnotes


 


‘Wildly funny in places, beautifully contemplative in others, Footnotes never fails to entertain . . . an illuminating escapade across time as much as place.’


Julian Hoffman, author of Irreplaceable, on Footnotes


 


‘Extraordinary . . . Written with a mixture of lyricism and quiet fury . . . Fiennes’s book winningly combines autobiography, literary history and nature writing. It feels set to become a classic of the genre.’


Observer on Oak and Ash and Thorn


 


‘Steeped in poetry, science, folklore, history and magic, Fiennes is an eloquent, elegiac chronicler.’


Sunday Express on Oak and Ash and Thorn


 


‘Blends mythology, natural history and a sense of righteous anger to produce a paean of praise to our ancient woodlands and modern forests, and the life support systems they provide.’


Stephen Moss on Oak and Ash and Thorn
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For Anna, of course




‘A thing of beauty is a joy for ever.’


JOHN KEATS, ‘ENDYMION’
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Preface


‘Big book, big evil.’


Callimachus


There is a simple idea behind A Thing of Beauty. I hoped to travel around Greece visiting the sites of some of the most remarkable ancient myths, to see if any of them (the stories and the places where they emerged) are in any way relevant to our now apparently distant lives. The myths were never just tales for children, even if that is what they have become, and I wanted to know if we could draw on some ancient wisdom, or even perhaps turn it to our use. Of course it helped that my route took me to the most exquisite beaches in the world, through ancient oak and pine forests to architectural wonders, and up lonely mountains in search of sacred springs, satyrs and nymphs. It helped that I have an unquenchable appetite for Greek salad.


But what can I say? I was spurred on by Keats’s wild claim that ‘a thing of beauty is a joy for ever’. Far from beauty being resilient or untouchable, and impervious to our worst excesses, it more often seems that there is almost nothing on our fierce, fragile planet that is not under assault, or off balance, or on the way out. Greece is no different from anywhere else, although perhaps it is easier to see here what it is that we all have to lose.


I was especially anxious to know whether the myths had anything to say about our escalating environmental crises. The fires that rage (in Greece, Siberia, California and beyond), the convulsing climate, the mass extinctions. Surely, I thought, the ancient Greeks, who seemed to know so much about everything, would have addressed this looming ecological doom . . . or at least have suggested ways to be more philosophical about it. I dug deep into the myths, looking for resonances, searching for anything that could help. And I asked: if these people had possessed our technologies, was there any code, or anything about their beliefs, that would have restrained them from taking and using whatever they wanted? It seemed like an urgent question.


The year in which I ended up making this journey was especially turbulent (although any ancient Greek could have told us that it is sheer hubris to presume we know what is coming next) and my plans were inevitably disrupted. Probably because of this, and the anxiety and fear in the air, I became preoccupied with the myth of Pandora. Above all I wanted to know what happened to Hope when the jar was opened and all the evils of the world were released and only she remained (or maybe in fact she didn’t). There are so many versions of every story, and it was a sneaking relief to find that it would be hard for me to be ‘wrong’ about any of it.


I went looking for hope (or Hope). I asked everyone I met – taxi drivers, conservationists, hoteliers, dancing activists, an Arcadian shepherd – and interviewed many others. I even consulted the Oracle at Delphi. Where can I find hope? I wondered, worming the question into every conversation. Their answers (and mine) are in A Thing of Beauty.


So the book became about hope, and the search for beauty. It is rooted in the past, but because myths are slippery (and are never still) it is concerned with the present. And even the future, I suppose. What else are oracles for? I have retold some of the stories, mainly because they are so extraordinary it was hard not to, but also because I think we all overestimate how well we know them. There are, as I say, many versions.


I have tried hard to make sure that A Thing of Beauty is not off-puttingly ‘classical’. Greece is a wondrously beautiful land and its history and myths and the relics of the ancient world are life-giving. But there is too often a closed-room fug of elitism permeating ‘the classics’, and I was eager to throw open the windows. The stories are exhilarating – and of course they still have something to say to us. Even so there is also something undeniably alien about ancient Greece. The world the myths describe is genuinely strange, and we cannot assume that the people who told these stories thought the same way that we do.


I am aware that the names, even if you half-learned them at home or at school, can be bewildering. All those people beginning with ‘A’ – Achilles, Actaeon, Artemis – it is easy to baulk at the sight of them. But trust me, I felt the same way, and I have lowered us gently into this bath. As Ovid once wrote, it is no crime to get lost in a dark wood . . . but at least I have provided a glossary. And I have started just a few steps back in time, with Lord Byron, because he was obsessed with Greece, and died there, and because he believed that his life was entwined with an oak tree that he planted at his home in Nottinghamshire when he was ten years old. An old Greek idea. He thought he would wither if his tree did the same, just like a woodland nymph, although they would never have made their way this far into the chilly north.


I also discovered the second-century ce writer Pausanias, who wrote the gigantic and compelling Guide to Greece. I spent much of my working life writing and editing and planning guidebooks, and he is the forerunner of us all. So along with Byron (who had a copy in his luggage on his first trip to Greece) I clung tight to Pausanias, who writes with vivid clarity about the sights that are still there (and the many that are not). He was living at a time when the world was losing its faith, and about to embrace a new one, and (let alone for anything else) I am glad I read him for that.


Above all, Pausanias could have told us (any Greek could) that everything hangs in the balance. It is easy to despair when the news can seem so unrelentingly awful. But all I can tell you is that I went looking for beauty and hope, and I found them both.


Peter Fiennes, London, 2021
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One


Half Empty


‘I am afraid that this sounds flippant, but I don’t mean it to be so.’


Letter from Lord Byron to Thomas Moore, 8 March 1822


I hope that this is right.


The remnants of a dead oak tree are propped up on the lawns at the front of Newstead Abbey in Nottinghamshire. The tree was planted in the autumn of 1798 by George Gordon Byron, who was just ten years old at the time, and trying to absorb what it meant to be the future sixth Baron Byron of Rochdale – or ‘Lord Byron’ as the world would come to know him. He had not grown up expecting to be a Baron, and lord of a vast estate, at least not for the first six years of his life. But the previous son and heir had been cut in half by a cannonball in Corsica four years earlier; and Byron’s great-uncle, the ‘Wicked’ fifth Lord Byron, had died of rage in May, aged seventy-eight, worn out, they said, by orgies and satanism, having driven away (or murdered) his wife and taken up with the housekeeper and been forced into selling everything he could lay his hands on, which included the many beautiful and ancient trees in Newstead’s once lush woodlands, but also most of the contents (portraits, furniture, jewellery) of the defunct and derelict house and abbey. And young George’s father, ‘Mad’ Jack Byron, could not become the next Baron because he had already expired, probably of tuberculosis, perhaps taking his own life, seven years earlier in France, where he had been living in enthusiastic incest with his sister.


There was something, people said, about the Byrons, some stain in the family, an original sin that tainted every successive generation. A very Greek idea. But this is why little George had travelled down from Scotland to Nottinghamshire, where he had been living frugally with his mother, and why he was now destined to spend his life as the sixth Baron Byron of Rochdale, lord of a bankrupt estate and inheritor of the family curse. Or so we’re told.


It was soon after he arrived at Newstead, in September 1798, that George planted the sapling that lingers as a bleached husk on the front lawn. It is a ridiculous place for an oak tree. Right up close to the house, blocking the view of the lake, a child’s idea of where a tree should live, with no thought for the future, or how an oak can grow. The man who bought the estate from Lord Byron, and paid off his debts, wanted to have it chopped down, until he was stopped by a gardener, who told him that this was the tree that the poet had cherished.


Perhaps it was an acorn, not a sapling, that Byron planted. In any case, it’s the kind of thing a mother would allow, who needed to bring a smile to her little boy’s face, hoping to hold his hand as he limped around the overgrown and forlorn gardens in the autumn rain, the house with half a roof, the woods tormented and felled. Or maybe it was the servant who was with him that day who helped him plant the tree, May Gray, who was fired not long afterwards for reasons that we may have to come back to. There is so much we will never know, although stories cling to Byron like feathers to hot tar. Many of them generated by him.


We do know that Byron nursed the idea that his fate was umbilically linked to this tree. ‘As it fares,’ he said, ‘so will fare my fortunes.’ He was shocked when he returned to Newstead as a nineteen-year-old student in 1807 and found his oak tree stunted and choked with weeds. The house and the estate had been rented for the past nine years to a man who could not have cared less about its upkeep, and Byron (presumably a nightmarish landlord) had no money to spend on repairs. He fretted about the tree and wondered what its scrawny state might say about his own prospects. And this is also an ancient Greek idea, the belief that a tree and a spirit can be entwined for life. Not only Greek, of course, but it was them who said it best, and with simple poetic grace, what we all once knew, but have since forgotten, that an animating force radiates from trees, or shifts deep within them, and sometimes even moves among us. Perhaps not every tree. There must have been some whose spirits chose not to emerge, or were prevented from doing so, but instead lingered in the roots and branches and whispered through the living leaves. In those days there was an infinite plenitude of trees.


The greatest of the trees, the tall pines and heavy oaks of the wildest and most remote mountains, were born with their spirits already on the move, and yet conjoined, in a life-long two-step of pleasure and joy. These were the nymphs, known as dryads, that sang and danced in the meadows and glades, and hunted and hid, and took the hairy-legged satyrs to their caves for days and nights of loving, and also often those gods of the wild, Hermes and Pan. They were beautiful, and they lived far longer than any of us can imagine. Aphrodite, goddess of love and laughter, chose the nymphs to raise her son, at least for the first five years of his life. There was a time when people would never have dared or even wanted to take an axe to these ancient mountain oaks and pines, because as soon as the tree fell then their nymph too would die, vanishing into the ether like a severed daemon. They did live long, but they were not immortal.


Presumably these thoughts were on the adult Byron’s mind as he brooded about his tree, although being Byron he appears to have cast himself into the role of a nymph. He was an incessant, life-long self-dramatiser, a chameleon in his deeds and poetry, and ever ready for a tumble with the nearest nymph or indeed shaggy-shanked satyr. When he was ten years old, and seeing his new home and gardens for the first time, knowing that this derelict but undeniably romantic estate was now his, he visited the strip of woodland that lies just behind the sunken gardens and the abbey. It was known as the ‘Devil’s Wood’ by the locals, who were unsettled by the two leering, more than life-size statues of an androgynous faun and Pan, the god of wild places, that had been placed there by Byron’s predecessor, the ‘Wicked’ Lord. Of course (thinking about it) we don’t know if these statues are ‘more than life-size’, because all the living fauns and mountain gods are long gone, even if their bronze effigies are still there in the Newstead woods, exuding playful menace.


The knowledge that he was now lord of all this (the stately home with its ruined abbey, the servants, the statues, the hundreds of acres) sunk deep into the child Byron’s psyche on that first walk around the grounds, although, strangely, he never seems to have felt entirely comfortable with the idea. Well, he swithered, let’s say, between gorging on his new life and agonising spasms of self-loathing. As soon as he had got his hands properly on Newstead Abbey, aged twenty, he did everything that family tradition demanded: he drank to oblivion (downing claret by the pint from a monk’s skull he’d unearthed in the grounds); he started a menagerie (including a bear that he had kept in a tower at Cambridge when the authorities told him he couldn’t have a dog); he shot (mostly indoors – tearing chunks out of the Great Hall with his inebriated friends); he preyed on the maids; and he moved a handsome young man, Robert Rushton, into the bedroom next to his own.


Much of this, if not the sex, was for show: he took his responsibilities as an old-style aristocrat extremely seriously (laws being for lesser folk) and he was proud and self-conscious, vain, brilliant, and indeed beautiful, and he suffered to excess from that excruciating English fear of being laughed at for being too middle class. When he was young and had been sent away to school, he would cringe every time his mother visited. She was not at all aristocratic (even if she had once been rich), and she was loud and large, and hungry for his love, and he suffered humiliatingly in front of his new snobbish friends. ‘Byron,’ said one, ‘your mother’s a fool’ . . . and he found himself agreeing.


So that is one reason why Byron affected a disdain for the social mores. He had a fear of seeming to care. Never give your enemies a target. For many years he flung away money as though it burned, and racked up huge debts, and refused to pay the tradespeople who turned up (presumptuously!) asking for their bills to be settled, and he would never take any royalties for his wildly successful poetry. Only the publishers got rich. That last bit changed eventually, but he had his excuses ready. ‘What I get by my brains I shall spend on my bollocks,’ he announced, and not, God forbid, on rent or food or the simple staples of life.


That’s another thing about Byron: we could disappear forever into the technicolour complexities of his life – and he knew it too. But I have to remember that we are here for Greece, where Byron died of a fever aged just thirty-six, fighting (or on the brink of fighting) for the freedom of the Greeks from the Ottoman Turks and less than twenty years after he had turned up as a teenager to moon over his neglected oak tree.


There was always something that kept Byron on the outside of the social world he occupied with such apparent ease and entitlement. His pride, for starters. He was also surprisingly shy. He was too clever and sensitive not to see through the absurdity of things. Most immediately, what lit the fuse that led to him leaving mainstream English society for good in April 1816 was the rather urgent matter of the incest with his half-sister, Augusta. But beyond all that, if you linger beneath these statues of the faun and Pan in the old lord’s ‘Devil’s Wood’, you’ll be reminded that what also kept Byron on the outside, alienated and aloof, angry and defensive, but always on the attack, was his deformed clubfoot.


I should quickly add that it was Byron himself who called his right leg and foot a ‘deformity’. Most likely, he was born with spinal dysraphism and not, as he thought, and everyone said, a ‘clubfoot’. It didn’t really matter, because he was tortured in his childhood by quack surgeons who strapped him into savage metal correctives, and by the teasing of bullies at school and even, at times, by the taunts of his own mother. His father (‘Mad Jack’) left home when his son was three, by which time Byron had still not walked, his father assuming he never would. By the time he was in the full swing of childhood, he was painfully aware of his heavy limp. He became a powerful swimmer, and rode everywhere he could, and boxed and fenced with manic intensity, and when he arrived at parties he would almost gallop into the centre of the crowd and then stop dead, legs planted, unmoving. He was, everyone agreed, so very beautiful. And he would have known it, although standing here aged ten under these restless statues, rather chubby, listing on his good leg, he must have gazed in horror at the great cloven hooves of these hairy, alien, mocking monsters. The very devils, whose misshapen feet and goatish legs parodied and mimicked his own. And him, a child, the family curse incarnate.


After Byron’s death in Missolonghi in Greece on 19 April 1824, his entirely unreliable friend and hanger-on, Edward Trelawny – his ‘jackal’, as the world knew him – travelled from Athens, where he had been living after having transferred his allegiance to a rival Greek faction, to see and pay homage to Byron’s corpse, although (who knows?) perhaps he just wanted to fight over the scraps. But this is what he wrote:


I uncovered the Pilgrim’s [Byron’s] feet and was answered – the great mystery was solved. Both his feet were clubbed and his legs withered to the knee – the form and features of an Apollo, with the feet and legs of a sylvan satyr.


Byron was steeped in the classics. It was just about the only thing the British upper classes learned at school, even if Byron said he preferred literature and history. He would have known about the lame, limping god, Hephaestus, the god of industry, fire and anvils, of metalwork and the sparks that fly. Hephaestus who was the son of Hera, the queen of the gods. He also – like Byron – didn’t have a father. He married Aphrodite (the laughing goddess of love), and she cheated on him from time to time with taller, stronger, less lame gods and mortals, although ‘cheated’ is not the right word to describe what a goddess may choose to do.


Hephaestus himself had taken an axe and split open Zeus’ skull, when it was time for the goddess Athena to be born. And out she had sprung, fully formed, spear and shield in hand. And then later (we don’t know when, because time has no meaning here) Hephaestus had limped after the beautiful but chaste goddess and tried to make love to her and she had swatted him away, but in his excitement he had spattered her thigh with his semen – ridiculous, lame, incontinent god – and she had wiped herself down with a cloth and flung it to the ground, and that is how one of the first kings of Athens was born, half snake and half human, arising from the earth where Hephaestus’ sodden and embarrassing scrap of cloth had been tossed.


Stories. Byron, aged ten, would have known that one; it was only later that schoolteachers and clergymen would make a more determined attempt to censor and eviscerate these ancient tales. The real point, for Byron, was that Hephaestus, the limping god, was a figure of crude ridicule because of his deformed foot. It is there in the first book of The Iliad, when he tries to defuse the tension between Zeus and Hera by serving drinks for the gods and goddesses, and they all laugh as he lurches across the room. I often think that every one of us is linked or drawn to one particular god or goddess (because even if the nature of these immortals is unfixed and slippery, their essence holds true) and for Byron there are some obvious choices – beautiful, aloof lovers; musicians and poets; reckless drinkers – but it was also Hephaestus who echoed and rippled through Byron’s short life.
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I went to see Byron’s oak on a late summer’s day in the first year of Covid, with the sun still hot and high in the sky. The tree (or what is left of it) is now no more than a long, bleached stump, twisted and fallen, like a man hunted to exhaustion and at bay, a couple of severed branches raised to ward off the final blows. It is zombie grey and propped up above the earth into which it appears to be longing to sink, and it is impossible not to think of Byron, dying in Missolonghi in Greece, many hundreds of miles from this place, no longer strong enough to tell the doctors that he did not want to be bled, or leeched, even as they held cups to his veins and drained his life away. The tree outlived him by at least a century, which may have disappointed him, but it still died early for an oak.


Some remnant of Byron lingers in the air where his dead oak now lies. At the far side of the tree a bald, bearded man is sprawled out on the close-cropped grass, holding forth to a younger woman about the poet. The words ‘Clairmont’ and ‘Lady Caroline’ and ‘Shelley’ and ‘mad’ and ‘bear’ and ‘bad’ and all the rest of it come bouncing over the dead trunk, and I watch as the man hitches his already surprisingly tight shorts even higher up his meaty thighs to drive home a point about Byron’s notebooks with an alarming swivel and thrust of his pelvis along the green sward. The woman appears to be saying nothing – what’s to say? – but is as transfixed as I am. And also, just down the hill from them, there’s another picnicking couple, and this time it’s the woman talking (‘Bosun’ and ‘vampires’ and ‘cantos’ and ‘Greece’) but I can’t catch her words so clearly. She has a long floral dress and a tumble of dark hair and her companion is listening intently, propped on one elbow, nodding in the shifting sunlight under the dappled branch of a copper beech tree, his chestnut hair pulled and tethered into a luxuriantly glossy bun. He looks (there’s no getting away from this) Byronic.


And also, about a dozen paces from Byron’s dead tree, close to where the tight-shorted man is still talking, there is a vibrant young oak that was planted in 1988 as a way of showing that time has not stood still in Newstead Abbey. The new tree, on this late September day, is brimming over with acorns, while its leaves are just starting to shift from a deep to a thinner, yellowing green. Judging by the quantity of nuts, it looks like this must be a Mast Year, those years when trees seem to synchronise their behaviour in order to produce a deluge of food all at the same time. It happens every five to seven years (it is hard to predict when) and people think that the trees are attempting to control their predators through starvation, and then overwhelm them with food, so that some of the seed, at least, will survive to grow. Just like Byron and his fellow Romantics, I’d say, with their prolific outpouring of lyric and long-form poetry. The critics never stood a chance. Not that Byron would have wanted to be lumped in with the others: as far as he was concerned, Wordsworth was ‘Words-words’ or ‘Turdsworth’ and Keats’s poetry was ‘a sort of mental masturbation . . . a Bedlam vision produced by raw pork and opium’.


Anyway, Byron didn’t get to see his oak tree grow. He was sent away to school and then headed for Cambridge University, where his studies were occasionally poetic but mostly priapic (and determinedly bisexual). This was at a time when a conviction for homosexuality could carry the death penalty, and Byron and his friends agreed a code for describing their casual meetings and deeper affairs, which included the word ‘hyacinths’ for young male lovers, after the man who was loved and then accidentally killed by the god Apollo. The god (who was blazingly beautiful) had stolen Hyacinthus away from Zephyrus, the god of the West Wind; and soon afterwards Zephyrus got his revenge by diverting a discus thrown by Apollo into Hyacinthus’ face, killing him outright. In his grief, Apollo turned Hyacinthus into a flower, and in this form he comes to life again every spring, bringing immortality, of sorts. You are meant to be able to see the words ‘ai ai’ (‘alas! alas!’) etched by Apollo on the flower’s radiant petals, but don’t go looking for them on those big blowsy hyacinths we give each other at Christmas. It’s most likely the corn lily you’re after, growing wild in Greece.


It is striking, once you think to look for it, how much of ancient Greece infuses the poetry and the lives of Byron, Shelley and Keats. Not so much the earlier generation of poets – Coleridge was sunk in a German metaphysical morass – but Greece, at the time of Byron’s first visit to Newstead Abbey, was at last emerging from centuries of western European ignorance, hostility and neglect. It was still a hard place in which to travel, an integral if volatile part of the Ottoman Empire, but those French and British travellers that did get there (braving the suspicions of the Ottoman authorities and the very real danger of death from disease, shipwreck and brigands) were soon reporting the staggering fact that the ancient cities of Athens, Corinth and Sparta and the sacred sanctuaries of Delos, Delphi and Eleusis, not to mention Thebes and Arcadia and Thermopylae and probably even Troy itself, for heaven’s sake, the places that every school child had read about in Pindar, Euripides, Plato and Homer, they were all still there. A mind-bending thought. The city of Athens, with its Acropolis and perfectly proportioned temples, where Socrates once taught in the marketplace and where theatre and debate and philosophy and democracy and indeed the very foundations of European architecture, thought, art and literature were supposedly born – that was all still there. With just a few thousand modern Athenians (no more than would fill a large village) living in their shadows.


Sure, these places were often in ruins, or semi-ruined, or about-to-be-ruined, but there was an awful lot of stuff to be found, just lying around, neglected and ignored and ready, let’s be honest, to be packed up and carted off to Paris, London and the chateaux and stately homes of the antiquities-crazed nobility. As James Stuart and Nicholas Revett reported so nonchalantly when they reached Delphi in 1762:


We discovered some remains of the temple of Apollo at Delphos, a wall of large stones filled with inscriptions, rather too large to take away.


And when I visited Delphi not long after my trip to Newstead Abbey, that wall they describe of large and exquisitely carved stones, expertly slotted together in polygonal blocks, is still there, exactly where it should be, aligned to the curve in the hill, drawing the visitor round and up to the temple of Apollo. And it is still filled with inscriptions, dating back many hundreds of years. So it is rather sobering to discover that the only reason it is not in Wiltshire or Cambridge or the British Museum in London is because Stuart and Revett lacked the machinery or perhaps just the mules to get it down the mountain and into a ship.


As the world well knows, Lord Elgin had no such difficulty in chiselling the statuary from the Parthenon, although eye-witness accounts speak of severe collateral damage, with shards of ancient marble bouncing off the scaffolding and shattering to the ground. Byron, who rode into Athens on Christmas Day in 1809, not long after Elgin had left with his loot, raged at the barbarism of what this ‘cold . . . barren’, hard-hearted man had done. There is a famous passage denouncing Elgin in the second canto of Childe Harold, the poem that made Byron an overnight sensation in 1811. Not that Elgin seems to have cared, especially once he’d sold the marbles in 1816 to the British government for £35,000.


Byron made two trips to Greece. The first, from 1809 to 1811, was taken with his friend John Cam Hobhouse and servant William Fletcher. Hobhouse left in July 1810 and Byron sent Fletcher home soon afterwards, most likely so he could get better acquainted with a multitude of Greek youths. Fletcher had been scandalised by the sight of Byron’s young Greek lover, Eustathius, ready to accompany them on a horse with his ‘ambrosial curls hanging down his amiable back’, wrote Byron. That was bad enough for Fletcher, but the boy was also shielding his silky skin from the sun with ‘a parasol’. In any case, as Byron told his mother in early 1811, he’d had to send his servant back to England, because:


the perpetual lamentations after beef & beer, the stupid bigoted contempt for every thing foreign, and insurmountable incapacity of acquiring even a few words of any language, rendered him like all other English servants, an incumbrance.


Byron liked to tease. The next time he left for Greece, in July 1823, after twelve tumultuous years, when he’d already become one of the most famous men in Europe – for his lean, rhythmic, lyrical, coruscating poetry, of course, but also the incessant, escalating scandals – and fearing perhaps that he was going there to die (possibly even hoping he would), the long-suffering, beer-loving, xenophobic William Fletcher was once more in tow. In the period between his first and second trips, and in the years that followed his death, Byron managed to transform a British interest in Greece into an obsession. The archaeological discoveries made in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries revolutionised the way that Britain looked and thought – for the second time. And as for the Greeks themselves, well, David Constantine has this rather dampening take in his book In the Footsteps of the Gods:


The modern Greeks have always had a hard time of it satisfying the largely inappropriate hopes of Western enthusiasts, particularly those from English public schools.
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Byron didn’t make many changes to Newstead Abbey in the few, brief periods when he lived there. He spent a lot of money he didn’t have on soft furnishings. He blew holes in the Great Hall. For a few months in 1811, soon after the death of his mother, he installed a trio of young maids (‘nymphs’ he called them, troublingly). In the hard January of 1814, he was thrilled to be snowed in with his half-sister, Allegra, who was pregnant (very likely with Byron’s child) and he turned twenty-six. It is easy to forget how young he was, although for years he had been convinced that the best of his life was behind him.


And he built a mighty monument to his dearly beloved dog, Boatswain, who had died of rabies in 1808, and inscribed it with these lovely words, which were denounced by just about everyone who read them for their supposedly inappropriate sentiments.


 


Near this Spot


are deposited the Remains of one


who possessed Beauty without Vanity,


Strength without Insolence,


Courage without Ferosity,


and all the virtues of Man without his Vices.


 


As he goes on to write, he only ever had one friend, and that was good old Boatswain. Perhaps it was this that upset his human friends the most.
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Byron was a shape-shifter. He contained multitudes. To put it in terms an ancient Greek would understand, he was Protean. He flitted behind layers of irony and anger and passion, but at heart he meant everything he said or wrote at the time he said or wrote it.


 


And feeling, in a poet, is the source


Of others’ feeling; but they are such liars,


And take all colours – like the hands of dyers.


He swore he would never be separated from his ancestral home, but when his creditors pressed, he couldn’t wait to sell it. And then when it was, he wrote this moving poem to Allegra, on his last visit to Newstead.


 


I did remind you of our own dear lake


By the old hall, which may be mine no more . . .


I feel almost at times as I have felt


In happy childhood; trees, and flowers, and brooks.


Which do remember me of where I dwelt


Ere my young mind was sacrificed to books.


 


On a September day over two hundred years after Byron wrote those lines, I wandered with my wife Anna to the edge of his ‘dear lake’. There were benches, but very few people to sit on them in this year of abstinence and absences. A single cloud was floating high in the blue-rinsed English sky. Byron once took issue with Wordsworth, who had written that the skies of Greece were ‘variegated’ and its plains were ‘fertile’, when any damn fool would have known that the rivers are dry for half the year, the plains are parched and barren and the skies ‘for months & months’ are ‘darkly – deeply – beautifully blue’. He was often spoiling for a fight.


We sat on a bench in front of the Japanese garden, with its damp brick pathways and busy streams. Mature beech trees and willows and limes stood at the fringes of the lake (did Byron know any of them?), their first autumn leaves adrift or clinging to the reeds, and in front of us there was a softly undulating mat of luminescent waterlilies, some of them still in bloom. We watched a fat bee wriggle into one. A swan eased by, followed by a solitary mallard, working harder, and after that a coot came bustling over, ploughing through the flat dark waters like an eager Labrador, its forehead flashing white in the sunshine. The Japanese anemones were flowering pink and the leaves on the acers were turning liquid shades of purple and crimson among the tall stands of bamboo.


There is much that Byron would not recognise about this place, but we have come a long way in the years since Pliny the Elder was surprised to find a new variety of plane tree in his native Italy:


Who is there that will not, with good reason, be surprised to learn that a tree has been introduced among us from a foreign clime for nothing but its shade?


Two thousand years ago, when the Roman Empire stretched out its claws and raked in the bounty of the world, Pliny was amazed to come across a plane tree so far from its own land. And now here we are, in the grounds of Newstead Abbey, surrounded by Grecian statues, Roman columns, urns, fountains and follies, palms, acers, rhododendrons and the shriek of peacocks. The drumbeat of trade and plunder. A once fragmentary, local planet, stitched together, or hammered into shape, and most certainly not always with love. Around about the time that the child Byron was planting his oak, everything in the world began to move faster. Trees, plants and animals (dead and alive), the fish in the seas, mountains of coal and ore, oceans of oil, whole forests, even rivers, the rocks and the earth, all of it on the move. Us too. Faster. Populations of people, uprooted, along with everything we’ve ever made or wanted, spreading and shunted and coerced across the planet. Our ideas, too, about what is right, and true, and beautiful. Multiplying and dying. The poetry and the poison.


But Byron’s lake is so placid in the early autumn sun. Why did he ever leave? The Greeks thought that restless travel was a sign of madness. Look at Oedipus, pursued by the Furies, and Odysseus, fighting to get back to Ithaca. It wasn’t just madness, but punishment and torment, to be on the move and away from home. This place was Byron’s walled garden, his paradise, his rural Arcadia, shut away from the world, rioting with his friends, blissfully snowed in with his half-sister – and yet he left, over and again, and he kept on leaving until, in the end, he sold up and never came back.


There is no wall that can keep out the world. Byron knew it, and so he ran. I am as good as anyone at hiding from what I don’t want to hear, but the news is relentless and loud and frightening, and the last months have been especially grim, with some things quietened and intermittently on hold, but with fear in the air, for jobs and lives. If I had to make a list of what was most urgent, I wouldn’t know where to start. The pandemic? Or the falling and flaming forests? Polar bears on their dwindling ice cap? Methane and peat? Poisoned rivers and dragged-out seas . . . bleached corals and floating shoals of fish. The news pounds in and out. The Chinese paddlefish. Palm oil and soy. Orangutans and shark fins. A world overheating and already ablaze, from California to Australia and Siberia to the Amazon. Charred and burning koalas. Oil spills, plastics and dying sea birds. Albatrosses with severed beaks. Factory farms. The spreading deserts. Hurricanes. Floods. Diesel. Neonicotinoids. Microplastics. The Sumatran rhino and Spix’s macaw. Extinct. And all the associated human horrors, of war, disease, crop failure, slavery, murder and flight. We think we can’t bear to hear any more of this, but what is coming is worse.


I had come to the gardens of Newstead Abbey in the autumn of the first year of Covid because I didn’t want to believe that is true. That everything is getting worse, I mean. I would rather think that it is my age, or disposition, or history, that is making it all seem so bleak. Maybe I just need to get out more, although the horrors are real, and they congeal around us. But are they all that there is? And what are any of us meant to do? I thought that the ancient Greeks might have an answer – they seem to have an answer for just about everything else – but then of course I couldn’t get to Greece (where I wanted to dig deep into their myths, in the actual places where they were set, which surely would shed a light on things), so instead I ended up here, in Newstead Abbey in Nottinghamshire, all because of Lord Byron, who died in Greece, but who had also planted a tree that he was convinced was interwoven with his life, just like a mountain nymph’s.


I never imagined I would enrol Lord Byron as a spirit guide, to help me negotiate an onslaught of ecological angst. Despite his label as a ‘Romantic’ poet, he never seemed that interested in wild nature and he was scathing about Wordsworth, Southey and Coleridge’s pantheism.


I hate these talkers one and all, body and soul. They are a set of the most despicable imposters – that is my opinion of them. They know nothing of the world; and what is poetry, but the reflection of the world?


OK, Byron is quoted on a sign at the entrance to the Newstead car park – ‘I love not man the less, but nature more’ – but what he really seemed to love was getting up late in the afternoon, going for a gallop, loosing off some firearms, scooping up a lovely young thing and carousing till dawn and beyond. I realise there is more to it than that: he did after all write reams of life-giving poetry. But I thought I could just hold his hand, and he’d lead me to the threshold of Greece, and then wave me on my way. It turns out his grip is stronger than I expected.


The fact is, what I am really looking for is some hope. Or Hope. It is a tired word, I know, its meaning eroded, pawed over, leeched and bled, trotted out in songs and speeches and reached for too easily by facile priests and politicians. Remember Bill Clinton, squeezing out a tear, his throat a-quiver with sincerity. ‘I still believe in a place called Hope.’ Well, sure you do, Bill, and is that what you were trying to find in the blind spot of the White House corridors, out of the protective reach of the CCTV? Our cynicism has festered and grown.


Byron left his rural home to move to London with his new wife, Annabella Milbanke, at the end of 1814, and not much more than one year later, on 23 April 1816, after a miserable marriage, he abandoned England for good. Both Annabella and he agreed that he behaved abominably – unfaithful, sullen and cruel – although as he often wrote to prying friends and enemies, who are we to presume we know the truth? Annabella went back to her parents, taking their young daughter Augusta with her, and refused to answer his letters, while Byron headed for the continent with Fletcher. I think the bear stayed in Newstead. I don’t know to what extent Byron was fleeing in chaos, or what hope he had for the future: but his friendship with the Shelleys, and much of his best poetry, including the peerless Don Juan, were still ahead of him. A myth was growing. He was only twenty-eight; and eight years later he’d be dead in Greece. I am following him there (I am happy to report that I made it back), but unlike Byron I believe I already know what I would like to find.


Some hope.
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Two


Dream On


‘May your sleep be soft and your dreams of me.’


Lord Byron, Journal, 28 September 1816


I am speeding to the centre of Athens from Eleftherios Venizelos International Airport in the back of a large beige taxi. It has the kind of suspension that makes me think of old-fashioned fairground rides and 1970s American movies: long, low-slung cars jouncing dustily down potholed southern roads, Marlboro soft-packs and waterbeds. Anna and our son, Alex, are in another car, just ahead or sometimes behind my own. We may well be in a race. You can tell an awful lot about a city from the taxis that greet you at the airport, and I have already fallen in love with Athens.


Anna and Alex are here for a few days to help with research, which is great, of course, and indeed Alex has just emerged from a Classics degree, so will surely be invaluable, but I am worried about the time (and the siren call of the beaches). It is October, I had hoped to be here in March, the weeks are short, and I am already fretting about whether I’ll be able to get to Tiryns. The taxi driver was once married to a Dutch woman and lived in the Netherlands for seventeen years, so he speaks immaculate English with Greek swagger and a smudgy Dutch schlur. He is shouting about motorbikes.


‘They are scho schtoopid,’ he yells, ‘they never wear a fucking helmet. What do they expect? A man was killed here last week. Right here!’ He turns round to sweep his arm to the right, the little finger of his left hand poised loosely on the wheel. He looks a lot like Wild Bill Hickok, long white hair swept back into a ponytail, the tips of a fine nicotined moustache emerging from his surgical mask. The eyes of a man who has gazed on the prairie. ‘They think they are going to live forever.’
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