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Censure no more shall brand my humble name
The child of passion and the fool of fame



Cancelled lines from
“Childish Recollections” (1806)
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PART ONE

Becoming Byron


CHAPTER 1

“Shades of the Dead! Have I Not Heard Your Voices?”

ON MONDAY, May 17, 1824, near noon, six men gathered in the high-ceilinged drawing room at 50 Albemarle Street, off Piccadilly, in a house that served as both home and office to the publisher John Murray. For days the group had been quarreling among themselves. Alliances shifted. Messages flew back and forth, and meetings between pairs continued through the morning. Once they were finally assembled, an argument flared between two of their number, John Cam Hobhouse, a rising young parliamentarian from a wealthy Bristol family, and Thomas Moore, a Dublin-born poet and grocer’s son. Angry words threatened to turn into physical violence. Finally, the decision of the host prevailed, and calm was restored. Murray then asked his sixteen-year-old son to join them. Introduced as heir to his father’s business, the boy was invited to witness a momentous event. A servant appeared, carrying two bound manuscript volumes. While the group drew closer to the fire blazing in the grate, two others, Wilmot Horton and Colonel Doyle, took the books and, tearing them apart, fed the pages, covered with handwriting familiar to all those present, to the crackling flames. Within minutes, the memoirs of George Gordon, sixth Lord Byron, were reduced to a mound of ashes.

Byron had been dead for one month to the day. The ship carrying the poet’s embalmed body (vital organs removed and packed separately) had taken four weeks to sail from Greece to England. In the interval, furious debates had exposed enmities old and new among those who were to be present at the burning of the manuscript. Quarreling had flared over the ownership of the manuscript, intensifying with arguments about potential damage to the poet’s already seamy reputation and the pain his unexpurgated memories would cause his former wife, their daughter, and his half sister. Each of the six men had his own stake in the dispute. John Cam Hobhouse, a Whig M.P. and Byron’s executor and oldest friend, wanted only to sanitize the poet’s name for posterity. In the last years of his life, Byron had given his memoirs to his fellow poet Tom Moore. The needy Moore had, with Byron’s approval, promptly sold the copyright to Murray. Then, at the burning, he tried to save the manuscript. But it was too late. Finally, Horton and Doyle, the two responsible for the actual destruction of the volumes, represented the interests of Lady Byron, the poet’s estranged wife and the mother of his child, and his half sister, Augusta Leigh, respectively.

“The most timid of God’s booksellers,”1 Byron had once called Murray, his publisher and now enthusiastic host of the auto-da-fé. Still, the decision to destroy the most personal words of his best-selling author (which, in the event, Murray had not even read), weighed against the enormous profit potential of publishing the memoirs, underlines the fear that the known facts of Byron’s life inspired in those who loved him—and their horror of revelations yet unknown.

BYRON’S FAME as a poet and his notoriety as a man were one; the scandals of his life—whoring, marriage, adultery, incest, sodomy—became the text or subtext of his poems, made more shocking by the poet’s cynicism shading into blasphemy. The heroes of the poems might be pirates or princes, but Byron’s voice—the passionate sorrowing youth turned world-weary libertine—made his works instant bestsellers. Editions of his first advertisement for himself, Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage, sold out within three days. And this was not even the most frankly autobiographical of Byron’s works. Penned from self-imposed exile in Italy, published in eagerly awaited installments, Don Juan delighted London gossipmongers with plentiful allusions to the scandal surrounding the poet’s divorce from his young wife of one year and his subsequent flight from English “hypocrisy and cant.” In the few years left to him, Byron added the glamour of revolutionary politics to his erotic and literary engagements. In exile, he joined the underground secret society called the Carbonari in the struggle to rid Italy of the Austrians, before dying at Missolonghi, bled to death by his doctors, while training troops for the liberation of Greece. Mourned throughout the world, the poet would not have shared the belief that his end was untimely. He had lived so hard and fast, he said, that before his death at age thirty-six, he felt himself to be an old man.

Indeed, the brief arc of his life spanned an era whose turbulence mirrored the poet’s own stormy existence. In 1788, the year of Byron’s birth, George III succumbed to the first attack of madness, the violent symptoms of which required the appointment of his oldest son, the Prince of Wales, as Regent. The King regained his reason the following year and resumed power, but already the high living “Prinnie” and his dissolute friends had changed the tone of the court. Twenty years before he was officially declared Prince Regent, George Frederick Augustus of Hanover’s indulgences in food, drink, gambling, and women, along with more durable interests in architecture and decor, ushered in the glittering froth of brilliance, luxury, and vice we know as the Regency. Its sensibility—at once restless, sensual, melancholy, and exuberant—might be characterized by a term invented a hundred years later to describe a strangely similar spirit: fin-de-siècle.

In 1789, the year after Byron was born, the French Revolution fired the dreams—and fueled the nightmares—of all Europe. Its bloody overthrow of the old order was the crucial event that continued to haunt Byron’s generation, shaping his choice of heroes and villains among his elders. Charles James Fox, the leader of the radical Whig opposition and the idol of Byron’s youth, had declared the fall of the Bastille “the greatest and best event in the history of the world.” For the Tory government, however, in power for most of Byron’s lifetime, the French Revolution gave legitimacy to the politics of reaction. The excesses of the Terror turned fiery young republican sympathizers among the first generation of Romantic poets, notably Wordsworth and Southey, into middle-aged monarchists, reviled by Byron as turncoat opportunists.

Fear of revolutionary contagion provided the excuse for repressive measures; in 1794 habeas corpus was suspended, the first in a series of acts amputating the civil rights of Englishmen. Censorship and spying became the order of the day; any form of association, especially among the dispossessed, could be prosecuted as a crime. Starting in 1793, when the Girondist government declared war on England, patriotism was invoked to justify further curtailing of individual freedoms. The political reality that permitted the Regency to waltz on unafraid was that England had become a police state. Byron, the newly crowned king of London drawing rooms in 1814, saw clearly that as a poet who was also a satirist and social critic, as a peer who spoke out for the rights of starving weavers or Irish Catholics, he would not long be indulged for his youth, talent, and title.

War with France began when Byron was five years old; it would continue until 1815, when he was twenty-seven. Like that of other ardent youths throughout Europe, the poet’s political consciousness was shaped by an idealized image of Napoleon as the personification of heroic conquest in the name of republican principles. Besides, for the adolescent rebel, Tory England’s demonized enemy was a natural ally. Less consciously, Byron absorbed another Napoleonic lesson: The little corporal who declared himself Emperor was the herald of a new era, the age of the self-made man.

In England, too, this new breed was increasingly prominent. The war with France had galvanized a sluggish economy, ushering in the first phase of the Industrial Revolution, which would change the face of England. The first of England’s dark satanic mills helped to float the Regency extravaganza. While the poor suffered more, a new class of entrepreneur-inventors—ironmasters and coal barons, pottery manufacturers and bankers—rode to dazzling fortunes. Their sons, like the two brilliant Peel brothers (one of whom became Prime Minister), were among Lord Byron’s few commoner classmates at Harrow. And there would be more. Great landowning grandees were still the most visible stars on the brilliant stage of the Regency, but new money and talent were joining the featured players.

It was a febrile age. Social, political, and cultural certainties were shifting, like tectonic plates, under the feet of young men starting out in life. Mobility, then as now, had its price. The pressures of public life destroyed individuals as never before. Between 1790 and 1820, nineteen members of Parliament committed suicide and twenty others went mad; two of those who took their own lives, Sir Samuel Romilly and Sir Samuel Whitbread, were closely associated with Byron. “In every class there is the same taut neurotic quality,” the historian J. H. Plumb observed, “the fantastic gambling and drinking, the riots, brutality and violence, and everywhere and always a constant sense of death.”2

BYRON WAS a child of his age and subject to all its fissures. The great Regency portraitist Sir Thomas Lawrence met the poet only once, but where others found simply beauty, the painter saw all the conflicts of Byron’s character: “its keen and rapid genius, its pale intelligence, its profligacy, and its bitterness; its original symmetry distorted by the passions, his laugh of mingled merriment and scorn; the forehead clear and open, the brow boldly prominent, the eyes bright and dissimilar, the nose finely cut, and the nostril acutely formed; the mouth well made, but wide and contemptuous even in its smile, falling singularly at the corners, and its vindictive and disdainful expression heightened by the massive firmness of the chin, which springs at once from the centre of the full under-lip; the hair dark and curling but irregular in its growth; all this presents to you the poet and the man; and the general effect is heightened by a thin spare form, and, as you may have heard, by a deformity of limb.”3

Heir to instability, Byron clung to the certainty of inherited land and ancient title, even as he vowed to seize the rewards of talent and energy.

“The way to riches, to Greatness, lies before me,” Byron wrote to his mother at age fifteen. “I can, I will cut myself a path through the world or perish.”4

Heroic words proclaimed by a poor scion of the peerage, they resonate like a battle cry. Throughout a dispossessed childhood, his blood thrilled to tales of the first Byrons, Radulfus (Ralph) de Burun and his brother, reputed to have arrived in Britain as liegemen of William the Conqueror:


Erneis, Radulphus—eight-and-forty manors
.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 
Were their reward for following Billy’s banners;5



he wrote of his ancestors, inventing the imposing number of residences out of whole cloth; no one knows precisely where the brothers settled. For their loyalty in the service of William I, they were, however, rewarded with landholdings in the north of England substantial enough to warrant mention in the Domesday Book. By the time of Henry II, the spelling of the family name had become for all time Byron, and with the reign of Henry VIII, the Byron settlement in Nottingham was recorded. That monarch’s largesse accounted for the establishment of the first Lord Byron at Newstead Abbey, the site associated with the Byrons from then on.

Newstead Abbey had been founded four hundred years earlier by Henry II, the murderer of Thomas à Becket, for the Order of Canons Regular, known as the “black canons” after the color of their robes. In the course of the following centuries, the order had erected an elegant Gothic church of the soft, gray local granite, along with an adjoining priory, whose handsome cloister flanked an open court with a central fountain. At the time of the dissolution of the monasteries, Henry VIII sold the lands to John Byron of Colewyke for £810. Sir John, the first Byron proprietor, lost no time in transforming the cloistral into the baronial. He seems to have been in the vanguard of the later Romantic taste for ruins; he retained the southern side of the nave as one wall of his own residence, and using only what he needed of the church and priory to repair his buildings, he allowed the remains to fall into picturesque disrepair.

The same Sir John continued his sacrilegious ways by getting with child a neighbor’s wife. His illegitimate son from this union could only inherit Newstead by deed of gift, but the seigneur did what was needed to wipe the bar sinister from his heir’s coat of arms by marrying the boy’s mother. Three years after the lands had passed to his son, in 1576, the new owner was knighted by Elizabeth I. As the second Lord Byron, he was also the first to be immortalized—as “Little Sir John of the Great Beard.”

The fourth lord married three times. His third wife was Frances Berkeley, the poet’s great-grandmother. Lord Byron and Lady Frances’s second-born, John, the poet’s grandfather, joined the navy, rising from commodore to vice-admiral. He survived a shipwreck off Patagonia, and in his Narrative,6 published years later, he described the horrifying experience of being forced to eat the skin and paws of a favorite dog. Byron pillaged this last gruesome episode for the shipwreck scene in Don Juan. He predeceased his older brother, William, the granduncle of the poet, who became the fifth Lord Byron at the age of fourteen. William too joined the navy, but, after being rescued from a vessel that foundered with all other hands on board lost, he resigned his commission. Remaining on land, William soon acquired a less heroic reputation and sobriquet: the Wicked Lord. During his tenure at Newstead Abbey it became known as Folly Castle, after the model château he built on the lake, alleged to be the scene of licentious fêtes champêtres.

In his middle forties, the Wicked Lord added the notoriety of being a murderer to his reputation as a whoremaster. On January 26, 1765, in the course of a dinner in London at a tavern in Pall Mall, the Wicked Lord fell into a dispute with a neighbor and kinsman, Viscount Chaworth of Annesley Hall. Where the fault lay remains uncertain, but it is a matter of record that in an empty upper room of the tavern, lit by a single candle, Lord Byron ran his shortened sword through his opponent’s belly.

From a brooding sense of guilt and grievance, the fifth lord descended into episodic madness. Dark tales were told in Nottinghamshire: how his lordship shot his coachman dead over a trifle, then, heaving the corpse into the carriage with his wife, took the lucklesss servant’s place on the box and drove off. Other rumors claimed that, when displeased, he would throw Lady Byron into the pond.

When he sank into debt, he stripped what was left of the forests for salable timber. Then, in an illegal act that would cast a long shadow over his grand-nephew’s life, he leased the most valuable property in the Byron family holdings, twenty thousand acres of coal mines in Rochdale in Lancashire, for £60 annual rent.

John Byron, the first of the vice-admiral’s nine children and the father of the poet, was born in 1756. Known as “Mad Jack,” he seemed, from an early age, destined to turn his own father’s strengths into weaknesses, and the elder’s weaknesses into vices. When a few terms at Westminster proved him to be no scholar, he was sent to a military school near Paris; there he acquired the extravagant tastes that would keep him in lifelong debt. Heartless and swaggeringly handsome in his Guardsman’s uniform, armed with elegant French and boundless sexual appetite and unburdened by scruples of any sort, he seduced chambermaids and countesses. Since his parents were no longer able or willing to pay his gambling debts, it was said that he turned his sexual prowess to good account, charging the better-off of his lovers for services rendered.7 This proved an uncertain way to finance his needs. It was time to find a rich and well-connected wife.

In the summer of 1778 the twenty-two-year old captain of the Guards met his match in one of the reigning beauties of the London salons. The Marchioness of Carmarthen, wife of the Marquess (later fifth Duke of Leeds), was born Amelia d’Arcy, Baroness Conyers, and Countess of Mertola. A coup de foudre struck Amelia when she first saw the alluring Jack Byron. Lunch in the country was followed by overnight flight, with the outraged Marquess in pursuit. When the lovers eluded him, he locked his wife out of their house in town.

Now that disgrace had made Amelia his responsibility, it might have been expected that Captain Byron’s ardor would have cooled. His mistress, however, had attractions beyond the erotic. Only months before their first meeting, the death of her father, the Earl of Holderness, had left his only child an heiress with a lifetime income of £4,000 a year. As soon as Captain Byron found lodgings for them, the Marchioness sent for her clothes and jewels, requesting in the note to her husband that he include the new vis-à-vis he had recently given her; no gentleman would deprive even an errant wife of her carriage. After ordering his coach-maker to paint out his coat of arms, the vehicle was duly delivered along with Amelia’s other belongings. The lovers settled in France, dividing their time between Chantilly and Paris, where they were married in 1779.

Of the three children born to Amelia and Jack Byron, only the last, Augusta, the poet’s half sister, born in 1783, survived infancy. Shortly after her birth, her mother died, at the age of twenty-nine. Both the cause and even the place of Amelia’s death remain mysterious.* She is variously held to have died of consumption, of a fever contracted from going hunting too soon after childbirth, and, more ominously, of “ill-usage” at the hands of her husband.8

Byron later defended his father, then long dead, against lingering rumors that his “brutal conduct” had been the cause of his first wife’s death: “It is not by ‘brutality’ that a young Officer in the Guards seduces and carries off a Marchioness, and marries two heiresses. It is true that he was a very handsome man, which goes a great way,” his son said knowingly.9

The widower may have been grieved by the untimely loss of his wife and the mother of his daughter, then less than a year old. More certainly, he mourned the loss of Amelia’s £4,000 income, which ceased immediately on her death. Disinherited by his father and accustomed now to grand living, his most pressing task was to land another heiress. Every fortune hunter knew where the pickings were best. In the spring of 1785 the expatriate returned to England and went to Bath.

Catherine Gordon of Gight, near Aberdeen, had been orphaned for three years. She came to Bath that spring at the invitation of her uncle, Admiral Robert Duff, and his wife, who had a house there. Now twenty, Catherine’s corpulence made her look much older and gave her the rolling gait that some were unkind enough to describe as a waddle. Her education was even sketchier than that deemed necesary for most girls, and she was as socially awkward as she was plain. But as the thirteenth Laird of Gight, Catherine was the sole heir to a fortune worth close to £30,000 in Aberdeen bank shares, salmon-fishing rights, and lands, including a castle of her own.

From its primitive past to the sixteenth century, the history of the Gordons of Gight is drenched in bloodshed. By the eighteenth century, the violence of the males of the family seemed to have turned inward, becoming black depression. In January 1760 Catherine Gordon’s maternal grandfather had drowned himself in the icy waters of the Ythan River rushing just below the castle walls. Thirteen months after the death of Catherine’s middle sister, Abercromby, in 1777, her father’s body was found in the Bath Canal. A year later in 1780, Margaret, the youngest, too, was dead. The deaths of her two sisters were so painful that Catherine Byron never told her son of their existence. Byron always believed his mother to have been an only child. Then, in 1782, two years after little Margaret’s death, Catherine’s mother died. Within five years she had lost her entire family. Admiral Duff’s invitation to Bath early in 1785 seemed a timely one.

A few months after her arrival, on May 13, 1785, Catherine Gordon and John Byron were married by the rector of St. Michael’s Church, Bath. Before their deaths, the bride’s parents had included a clause in their wills stipulating that in the event of female succession to the Gight estates, their daughter must either marry a Gordon or her husband must take the Gordon name. Jack Byron might now be John Byron Gordon, but he was, as ever, broke and hounded by creditors. For the moment, his wife could not withdraw from her inheritance the large sums needed by her husband to pay his debts. He tried dunning his father’s bankers, to no avail; the vice-admiral, who was to die a few months later, had been in earnest when he disinherited his wastrel son.

Catherine’s troubles were just beginning. Without a marriage settlement, her husband’s debts had now become her responsibility. Lacking ready cash, she had no choice but to pay the most pressing of Jack’s creditors by selling off part of the lands of Gight. One farm was sold; forests were cut down and their timber marketed. Shares in the Aberdeen Banking Company and the salmon fisheries went next; then another £8,000 mortgage was taken out on the estate. Jack Byron still harbored delusions of being a local grandee, attempting to influence district politics; as the final humiliation, in the parliamentary election of 1786 his vote was disallowed.

In March the following notice appeared in the Aberdeen Journal:


To be Selt
The Mains of Gight
Enquiries to Mr. Byron Gordon, Gight



Later that spring, possibly in April, the Byrons left for England.

As soon as Jack surfaced in London, he was seized for debt and hauled off to King’s Bench prison, from which he was bailed out for £176 by his tailor. In August, the couple rented a house in South Warnborough, Hampshire, where Catherine remained with her maid while Jack kept moving to stay ahead of the bailiffs while attempting to pry money from his mother’s family. The following year, the earl of Aberdeen bought the castle of Gight and all its lands for £17,850. But a relative of Catherine’s reported that “Every penny of the purchase price … except £1,222.10 and £3,000 reserved for Mrs. B’s own use, and put out at mortgage, was swallowed up by Capt. Byron’s creditors.”10

Fear of her husband seeps through Catherine’s letters. “I should not wish [that] Mr. Byron should know that I wrote or spoke to anybody on this subject, because if he did he would never forgive me.”11

Soon she had further reason to be anxious. In April 1787 Catherine was pregnant. By July 18, the couple had settled in a house in Cowes, on the Isle of Wight. True to form, Captain Byron did not linger in his new home; in July he set off for Paris. Before leaving, he had managed to pry from Catherine £700 out of £1,000 she had just received from her estate. Eight weeks later he had spent it all, leaving a new trail of debts in his wake.

Within months, the enormously pregnant woman journeyed to Chantilly to join her husband. Captain Byron may have welcomed his wife as a bearer of fresh supplies of cash. He also needed a stepmother for Augusta, his daughter by Amelia. And Chantilly was conveniently near Paris, making it an easy matter to leave for nightly diversions in town.

As her time drew near, Catherine, accompanied by her maid and Augusta, made her way slowly back to England. Still in danger of arrest, Jack Byron remained in France. Arriving in London, she delivered the four-year-old girl to her grandmother, the dowager Countess of Holderness—the first of a series of grand foster homes for Augusta, motherless and with a fugitive father.

Catherine Byron had no rich relations to welcome her and her unborn child. In mid-December, six weeks before her baby was born, she moved into a furnished first-floor back drawing room, above a perfumer’s shop at 16 Holles Street, Cavendish Square. Knowing no one in London, Catherine only had her maid as company, and her condition, along with lack of space, made any prospect of social life unlikely. New Year’s Day 1788, however, brought a surprise visitor, John Leslie. Describing himself as “a very near relation” (probably a first cousin), Leslie had just been appointed by the Edinburgh commissioners of the Gight estate to supply the Byrons with the minimum funds needed for their expenses, while a trust was being established to prevent further erosion of the principal. The commissioners also asked Leslie to report on the welfare of the twenty-two-year-old mother-to-be, whose finances, like the rest of her life, seemed to be in chaos. Catherine’s state moved her visitor to immediate action: “She tells me that she expects to be brought to bed in two or three weeks & wished for some Money. I gave her a draft on my Banker for Twenty Guineas on your acct, …” Leslie reported to Edinburgh, adding a skeptical postscript, “She tells me she expects Mr. Byron in London every day—and that he goes to Scotland on business with you.”12 The next day Catherine herself wrote to the commissioners’ London agent to assure but also to warn him: “I don’t want much and if there was to be large sums, it would only be thrown away as it was before.”13 The passive fatalism of her tone reveals that Jack Byron was back.

Just before the baby’s birth, a family friend from Aberdeen introduced Catherine to a London lawyer. Her association with John Hanson, a solicitor practicing at 6 Chancery Lane, was to cast a long shadow over her unborn son’s life.

On Tuesday, January 22, Catherine Byron was delivered of a son, named for her father, George Gordon. Her labor was long and difficult. The baby was born with a caul* and a malformed right foot.

For Byron, his deformed foot became the crucial catastrophe of his life. He saw it as the mark of satanic connection, referring to himself as le diable boiteux, the lame devil. At the same time, he persisted in blaming his mother for the abnormality, citing her “excess of delicacy”14 during the period immediately preceding the delivery. This phrase has been taken to refer either to Catherine’s insistence on wearing corsets in the last stages of pregnancy or to her modesty during the final obstetrical examinations. Byron’s accusation seized on the most damning charge he could find to describe the damage inflicted upon him by his mother: She had cursed, crippled, and symbolically castrated her son. Physically painful in his early years, making him an object of mockery or pity in childhood and adolescence, Byron’s deformity would cause him emotional injury beyond any other psychic wound he would ever sustain. Turned inward, his rage became depression, but also something more insidious: the sense that he had a special dispensation from the moral sanctions imposed upon others and a lifelong entitlement to the forbidden.

SINCE THE BABY was not born on the sabbath, with its debtors’ amnesty, his father did not risk an appearance. But Jack Byron kept in close touch with Holles Street. Four days after his son’s birth, he fired off a letter to the Edinburgh agent for his wife’s estate: “Notwithstanding your writing to Mr. Leslie to furnish Mrs. Byron with money, he has not done it, and she has not any to go on with.… She was brought to bed of a Son on Monday last & is far from well.…”15

He might have gotten the day of his son’s birth wrong, but where money was concerned, Captain Byron was ever the uxorious husband. In this instance, Catherine may have shrewdly neglected to tell him of a recent draft of £50; if Jack had gotten wind of it, there would have been nothing left to pay the midwife and doctors.

Once again, the commissioners dispatched John Leslie to Holles Street. Catherine was too weak to see him, Leslie reported to Edinburgh, but he noted that mother and son were doing well, making no mention of the infant’s malformed foot. He left Catherine a message that he had from 10 to 20 guineas for her if she would send her maid to his office. For a few days he heard nothing, then word came from the maid that Mrs. Byron needed 100 guineas. Leslie forwarded her request to the Edinburgh executors who agreed, at the same time warning her against all further expenditures not deemed absolutely essential, and demanding an itemized list of Jack Byron’s debts.

Catherine replied, in her rambling style with its uncertain grammar: “I shall make Mr. Becket [another lawyer] give you an account of all Mr. Byron’s debts that we know of as soon as possible, but I hope the money wont [sic] be given to him but to have somebody to pay them for he will only pay what he is obliged to pay and there will be still more debts coming in & more demands for money. I am sorry he is getting a new carriage.”16

Jack Byron, for his part, never let poverty inhibit his spending habits. A fine new carriage was a necessity for him—just as it would later be for his son. Meanwhile, Catherine promised to give Watson an itemized list of her needs for the next two months—the period of time she planned to remain in London. Believing she had to leave Holles Street within days, she had found other lodgings, while anxiously waiting for her errant spouse to come for her: “I will not go to Bath nor will 1 leave this till Mr. Byron gets a house & is fixed for I am tired of so many journeys,” she wrote to Edinburgh. “I hope by the time my little boy is able to travel Mr. Byron will have got a house in some cheap country whether Wales or the north of England.”17

None of her hopes was to materialize. Plans for the new quarters, at 2 Baker Street, Portland Square, fell through. Nor was Jack Byron ever to assume the responsibilities of a husband, father, or head of household. They never again lived together for more than a few months, and his only role in Catherine’s life would be to continue badgering her for money.

ON FEBRUARY 29, 1788, George Gordon Byron, then five weeks old, was christened at Marylebone Parish Chapel, at the top of Marylebone High Street. Seven years earlier, Hogarth had used the interior as the setting for the fifth scene of The Rake’s Progress, in which the ruined spendthrift marries a rich old maid. If the rake of a father was present now, he did not emerge from hiding to risk arrest. The infant’s sponsors (seemingly in absentia) were the Duke of Gordon and Catherine’s cousin, Colonel Robert Duff of Fetteresso. The only official record of the event was inaccurate: The parish clerk forgot that 1788 was a leap year, noting the date as March 1 in the register.

By the middle of April, mother and son were still in the back drawing room at Holles Street, where Jack Byron appeared for furtive visits. At two and a half months, baby “Geordie”—in the broad Scots twang of his mother—would now be taken out on a fine day for a turn in Cavendish Square. Just around the corner on Oxford Street was a shop window whose beguiling display of children’s and dolls’ shoes could only have summoned his mother’s most melancholy thoughts. The doctor had said that before her son began to walk he would require special boots.* Where would the money be found to pay for such expensive articles?

Still, even the most rigorous demands of frugality couldn’t dampen Catherine’s pride in her baby. On April 19, she ordered nine yards of white lutestring, a thin, satiny fabric, from Roach and Coy, Pall Mall, silk weavers to Their Majesties, followed by an order for one yard of blue taffeta; the color and quantity of both suggest the traditional outfits of well-born young children of both sexes.

Shortly afterward the household left Holles Street, destination unknown. For the next year there is no trace of them. Then, in early August 1789, Jack Byron reappears in a rented house on the grounds of Sandgate castle, in Folkestone, Kent. From there he made brief trips to the coast of France. A longer junket across the Channel proved ill-advised; no sooner had Jack set foot on French soil than he came close to being imprisoned for debt. By 1790 he was established in Aberdeen; whether he came there just before or after the arrival of his wife and baby son is uncertain. For a few brief unhappy months, they were a family.


*Some reports have her dying in Paris, but her death certificate gives London.

*In every culture, the caul, the transparent birth sac that shrouds the newborn’s upper extremities if the amniotic fluid leaked earlier, has been held to be a lucky charm. Many believed that a caul conferred second sight. After Byron’s delivery, Mrs. Mills, the nurse, sold it to John Hanson, to insure the safety of his brother, a naval officer. It did not prove effective, as two years later the young man was lost at sea.

*John Hunter, the famous surgeon and anatomist, was the doctor who examined Byron’s foot a few days after his birth. Unfortunately, he left no record of the examination or of his opinion. We have only Catherine Byron’s word for the doctor’s reassuring remarks that her son’s foot would “be very well in time” with the prompt use of an orthopedic boot.18




CHAPTER 2

“A Verra Takkin’ Laddie”

THE BYRONS’ new lodgings at 10 Queen Street in Aberdeen were above a perfumer’s shop (like those on Holles Street) and across from the Greyfriars Church, the only remaining pre-Reformation church in the city. It was on Queen Street that Jack Byron reentered, briefly, the lives of his wife and son.

Unhappy as the newlyweds had been in the castle at Gight, their quarrels worsened in cramped quarters shared with a two-year-old and his stern, Scripture-quoting nursemaid, Agnes Gray. That Jack Byron stuck it out for even a short time attests to his desperate need for the pocket money grudgingly doled out by Catherine, and followed by scoldings and tantrums when the coins swiftly disappeared. As the atmosphere turned stormier, Jack moved out, taking rooms at the other end of the street. A cautious entente was established; neighbors even recalled the captain taking tea with his wife. Meeting Agnes Gray on the road without her charge, he inquired tenderly after his little son: Could the boy stay with him for a while? he asked the nurse. Catherine agreed to the request coldly, but Agnes promised her mistress that the captain would not keep the boy for long; he was such an uncontrollable little terror. She had recently scolded Geordie for soiling a new frock, and the toddler—he had gotten into one of his “silent rages” (as the poet later described them)—seized the garment with both chubby hands and tore it from top to bottom, staring at her the while with sullen defiance.1

After one night spent with his father down the street, he was returned to Catherine.

In his stubbornness and fierce temper, alternating with rushes of tenderness and affection, the son was an emotional mirror image of his mother—one reason for the violence of their relations. Catherine Byron, too, was given to tearing her clothes when she flew into a rage. What the small boy observed of his mother’s behavior—terrifying outbursts of fury followed by the most abject expressions of love and remorse, accompanied by showers of kisses—he would emulate in his own. The difference was one of control: Byron’s anger could be silent or thunderous, as he chose. When his behavior aroused his mother’s rage, she would call him a “damn’d lame brat”2 and castigate him savagely for being all Byron, just like his miserable father. Then, her wrath discharged, he would be smothered in her ample embrace. His earliest attachment, then, convinced him of the unreliability of women, just as his first memories of marriage were of its miseries.

Jack remained in Aberdeen and in Catherine’s good graces just long enough to cajole £300 out of her, which she had to borrow at 15 percent interest per annum on the capital, from the legacy she was to receive on the death of her grandmother. Even while living at opposite ends of Queen Street, their final hours of harmony ran out with the money. At the last, Catherine seems to have refused to see him, as Jack was reduced to writing her to beg for a guinea.

His sister, Frances Leigh, was proving an easier mark. The expatriate general’s wife had regularly supplemented Catherine’s handouts with her own pin money. Then, in September 1790, with the money he had wheedled from his wife, Jack Byron left Britain for good, joining his sister Fanny in France.

The Leigh household in Valenciennes could not have been more congenial to the errant brother. The general having departed, his lady consoled herself with assorted gallants found in the circles of whores and actresses at the local theater. Wine and brandy flowed constantly, as one amorous adventure merged with the next. Brother and sister were soon comparing notes on conquests and on the sexual tastes and endurance of their partners. Between assignations with others, Jack Byron and his sister Fanny became lovers.

Then, in November, only two months after Jack’s arrival, their mother, Sophia, died in Bath. Promising to look after her brother’s interests along with her own, Frances speedily made for England and the settlement of their parent’s estate. Jack, left behind in Valenciennes, hoped that Fanny might still wrest something for him from the complex tangle of wills and trusts. But he soon became desperate without her, and knowing all too well his sister’s sexual energy and need for variety, began to fear he had been forgotten. After a note from her at Dover on her arrival, he received a letter from Fanny in London with the news that she had installed herself in 30 Brompton Road, Knightsbridge, for what appeared to be an extended stay. He began to bombard her with lachrymose notes, alternating pleas for money and protestations of undying passion with reports of his sexual encounters in an attempt to pique her jealousy: “I declare I can find no woman as handsome as you. I have tried several, but when I do anything extraordinary I always think of you,” he told her gallantly. “The Marigny slept with me two nights running but she is the worst piece I ever met with & we are at present brouillé as I have no money & she want [sic] some.”3

At first, Jack’s only visitor had been one of Fanny’s old lovers. But soon the pace of his sexual activity resumed: “I have more on my hands than I can do,” he wrote Fanny, “as La Henry who does the Business well is always after me & I love to oblige her, Da Mio, now and then.… She told me that I did it so well she always spent twice every time, I know this will make you laugh but she is the best piece I ever f——. I was in bed with her here,” he confessed.

Even the most mercenary local belle, Mlle. Marigny, was induced to forget about money with him. For Jack, however, this was an affair of principle rather than pleasure, he assured Fanny, since the lady revealed herself to be “as wide as a church door.”

But with Fanny gone, the tradesmen now demanded payment in cash, and he began to sell off his sister’s possessions: The silver was pawned, the harpsichord went next. But her beloved little bird was well, Jack assured her.

As the house was emptied of its furnishings, chaos filled the void. Relations between Jack and the one remaining servant turned violent: “Josephine is in the best of order as she gets no money and plenty of abuse. It is the only way to treat her,” Jack wrote Fanny at the beginning of his stay. But now Josephine, like her master, was usually drunk. On Christmas Day, “due to her insolence, I was obliged to kick her downstairs.”

He was soon reduced to begging Fanny, like Catherine, for small sums. He also asked her for news of Augusta. The girl’s grandmother, Lady Holderness, and her uncle, the Earl of Carlisle, with whom Augusta was now staying at Castle Howard, detested Jack Byron so much that he dared not write to his daughter directly. He feared that earlier letters sent care of her maid had been intercepted.

Then, on December 29, Jack wrote to Fanny to say that he had been very ill “& spitting blood these three days.” Fearing that he was near death, he asked his sister to be his heir, but shrewdly, Frances Leigh declined the honor: She knew she would inherit nothing but debts.

•  •  •

MEANWHILE, the family left behind in Aberdeen had moved again. After Jack’s departure, Catherine left Queen Street for larger quarters around the corner at 64 Broad Street. Once again the Byron household—mother, son, and maid—was to live above a shop, but now, at least, they had an entire first floor.

Obliged to furnish her own lodgings for the first time since her marriage, Catherine had taken out further loans on her small income. On January 21, in desperation, she wrote to Frances Leigh, the sister-in-law she had never met, who was now living in London: “Though I have not the pleasure of being personally known to you, I hope you will forgive this trouble.” She had written to her husband “some time ago,” she explained, begging him to ask his sister for the loan of £30 or £40. He had replied loftily that he would not dream of troubling Fanny, when she had been so good to him already, but that he would write to another person—unnamed—who would come to her aid. But no help was forthcoming. Reminding Fanny that it was her brother’s extravagance that had led to her predicament, she added, “I only say this to let you know in what situation I am in, and that me nor my child have not at present a farthing nor know where to get one.”4

Fanny does not seem to have answered the cry for help. Eight days later she merely wrote to Jack with word of Catherine’s note from Scotland, without apparently mentioning its imploring message. Even hearing of his wife’s letter was enough to convince him that he was being calumnied: “What can the correspondence of Mrs. Byron be?” he wrote to Fanny on February 4. “I hope not for money as she has had quite enough and never would give me a farthing.”5

By February 19, Jack’s letters to London had become hysterical. “For God’s sake, send me some [money] as I have a great deal to pay. With regard to Mrs. Byron … she is very amiable at a distance but I defy you and all the other apostles to live with her for two months for, if any body could live with her it would be me.… For my son, I am happy to hear he is well; but for his walking, ’tis impossible, for he is clubfooted.”6

This is the first reference in writing by anyone to Byron’s deformity and the first time he is mentioned by his father at all.

Eyed enviously only a few months earlier for the immaculate elegance of his dress, the handsome Jack Byron had now become a filthy drunk; the pawnshops had claimed even a change of clothing: “I hope you will bring me a Coat as I have not one on my back—with some Linen,” he begged Fanny on March 30.7

But Fanny could not have come without risk. She would be liable for her brother’s debts, and if she returned to France, Jack admitted, her carriage and person could be seized at Boulogne.

The bailiffs were about to take all the furniture, including his bed. The silver having long since gone, they took pity on him, lending him cutlery to eat whatever scraps he could afford. He was down to his last three pairs of stockings “and these full of holes—Shoes I have none that can be called so.”8

At this low point in her brother’s life, Frances Leigh seems to have had an inspired idea; sick of Jack’s pleas of poverty and complaints of illness, his excuses for turning her home into a brothel and for pawning all her possessions, she decided on a surrogate nurse and housekeeper. She invited Catherine and her nephew George to Valenciennes for an indefinite stay.

Catherine declined. Her circumstances would not permit her to leave Scotland for some time, she wrote to her sister-in-law. In the meantime she had another favor to ask of her. As Fanny was still in London, she enclosed a letter to Mr. Hunter, whose address she had lost, asking her to give it personally to the surgeon. Shortly after George’s birth, Catherine explained, Hunter had written to an Aberdeen colleague, giving him directions for making a corrective shoe for the young child, “but it was never right made, or it would have answered better, and as Mr. Hunter saw George when he was born I am in hopes he will be able to give you directions for a proper shoe to be made without seeing it [sic] again.”9

When this was done, could Fanny please advance payment to the maker of the orthopedic shoe and mail it to Aberdeen? Catherine would pay the subsequent bill as directed to her. There is no record of how Frances Leigh received this complicated request from the sister-in-law she would never meet.

By midsummer Jack Byron knew he was dying—either because he planned to end his own life or because he recognized the inexorable final stages of tuberculosis. In his last letter to Fanny, on June 8, he implored her forgiveness for everything. She was the only person, he told her, he had ever really loved. This time Fanny rushed home to his bedside in Valenciennes. On July 21, in the presence of two notaries, he dictated his will. He named Fanny his executrix, leaving her the £500 he still believed he would inherit from his mother. To his wife he bequeathed nothing, but to his three-year-old son, George Gordon, he left the responsibility of paying off his debts and the expenses of his funeral. Captain John Byron died on August 2, 1791, aged thirty-six.

Frances Leigh relayed the news of her brother’s death to his widow. When her letter reached Aberdeen, Catherine’s screams were heard, it was said, the length of Broad Street. She had always loved Jack; his behavior aroused her fury but left her passion undiminished. She proved worthy of the Gordon motto, Je ne change qu’en mourant (“Loyal unto death”), and she was outraged by her sister-in-law’s assumption that any wife must be relieved to be rid of such a husband. Catherine replied frostily to the letter from Valenciennes: “My dear Madam. You wrong me very much when you suppose I do not lament Mr. Byron’s death. It has made me very miserable.… Necessity not inclination parted us at least on my part and I flatter myself that it was the same with him and notwithstanding all his foibles for they deserve no worse name I most sincerely loved him.”10

As Catherine had not been able to afford the trip to Valenciennes for herself and son, Fanny now offered to take George for a while. But his mother, despite a lingering illness, refused to part with him—even for a visit: “I shall be happy to let him be with you sometime but at present he is my only comfort and the only thing that makes me wish to live.”11

Alone and friendless, estranged from her own family, Catherine then asked her sister-in-law to act as George’s unofficial guardian: “I hope if anything happens to me you will take care of him.”12

In a sentimental early verse, Byron idealized the absent father—and killed off his mother:


Stern death forbade my orphan youth to share
The tender guidance of a father’s care
Can rank or even a guardian’s name supply
The love that glistens in a father’s eye?13



Years later, he acknowledged that memories of his father were inextricably linked with witnessing the savage battles between his parents: “I was not so young when my father died but that I perfectly remember him; and had very early a horror of domestic broils.” Byron’s last words on his father shudder with prophecy: “He seemed born for his own ruin and that of the other sex.”14

AT THREE, George was eager to explore the world beyond “domestic broils” and unprepared for the indifferent cruelty of strangers. Accosted by a neighbor who announced, “What a pity that such a handsome little lad should be lame,” he struck at her with his toy whip: “Dinna ye speak of it,” he ordered.15

In revenge, he developed a special agility for mischief and a fierce aversion to authority.

“A verra takkin’ laddie, but ill to guide” was the view of his Duff relations in Banff.16 His “taking” qualities—the shyness that would suddenly eclipse his imperial manner; his warm nature, high spirits, and yearning to be loved; above all the irresistible charm that was a Byron birthright—made it impossible to be severe with him. Catherine Byron’s own failure in self-control made her an inconsistent disciplinarian. Lacking a father’s guidance, her son, she decided, needed masters as soon as they could be found.

Thus, in the autumn of 1792, when Byron was four and a half years old, his mother took him around the corner to Long Acre, where a “mixed school of good esteem though small pretensions,” costing a guinea a year, was run by a Mr. Bowers.17 Catherine Byron was clear about what she expected for her son: “I have sent George to you that he may be kept in about,” she is reported to have told Mr. Bowers, using the local expression for keeping a child in line, physically and morally.18As dispiriting as the one-room school must have been, it left memories of warmth and care that also point to a decidedly populist beginning to Byron’s education: “The dialect was the broadest, the tone of the school the roughest … and yet at the bottom there was genuine kindness and humanity,” a schoolmate remembered.19

Byron himself only recalled the limitations of his first classroom, in particular Bowers’s method of catechism: “I learned little there—except to repeat by rote the first lesson of Monosyllables—‘God made man—let us love him’—by hearing it often repeated—without acquiring a letter. Whenever proof was made of my progress at home—I repeated these words with the most rapid fluency, but on turning over a new leaf—I continued to repeat them—so that the narrow boundaries of my first year’s accomplishments were detected—my ears boxed—(which they did not deserve—seeing it was by ear only that I had acquired my letters)—and my intellects consigned to a new preceptor.”20

His new teacher was John Ross, who kept a school in an old dancing hall at the south end of Drum’s Lane, an unpaved throroughfare off the north end of Upperkirkgate, and a hard walk from Broad Street for the little boy with a limp.

Byron recalled Ross as “a very decent—clever—little Clergyman,” adding that under his tutelage “I made an astonishing progress—and I recollect to this day his mild manners & good-natured painstaking.” In only a few months, the five-year-old read fluently. “The moment I could read—my grand passion was history,” Byron remembered, “and why, I know not, but I was particularly taken with the battle near Lake Regillus in the Roman History, put into my hands the first.”21

He quickly moved beyond what Ross’s school could teach him. Now, to prepare her son for Aberdeen’s selective grammar school, Catherine Byron engaged “a very serious—saturnine—but kind young man named Paterson for a tutor—he was the son of my Shoemaker,” Byron recalled, “but a good Scholar as is common with the Scotch—He was a rigid Presbyterian also.”22

Catherine Byron’s involvement with her son’s lessons did not end with boxing his ears for pretending to read while reciting by rote. One day, John Paterson’s illness led to the substitution of his older brother Joseph as tutor. The six-year-old was translating Horace’s verse about death knocking at the palaces of kings and the huts of the poor. When he had finished he looked up in Mr. Joseph Paterson’s face and asked, “Mr. Paterson, will I die?”

The tutor replied that “certainly he would, and was proceeding to add something, when Byron’s mother started up, rushed forward, drew off the boy, and having emphatically contradicted the statement made, assured her son again and again that he would never die, and ended by dismissing the temporary tutor with distinct intimations that if his brother could not find another substitute she would.”23

Despite this strangely un-Christian denial of death, Catherine Byron attended church faithfully with her son. Perhaps she felt that the restlessness of a small boy would protect him from any warnings of death and damnation that might issue from the pulpit. Indeed, a parishioner who occupied the same pew recalled George’s favorite form of distraction during the long sermons: He would stick pins into his mother’s plump arms.

With Jack Byron dead, his widow and son were welcomed back into the Duff and Gordon folds and they were now frequent guests of Catherine’s grandmother, Margaret Duff Gordon, Lady Gight, and her sister, Miss Abercromby, who lived together in Banff. There, playing one day with the pastor’s son, George fell from a tree, suffering cuts and bruises. The local doctor was sent for, Byron later recalled, “who insisted on bleeding me in spite of screams and tears which I had at command; for I was a complete spoiled child.… At last he produced the lancets, of which I had a great horror, having seen them used to bleed my nurse and I declared that if he touched me I would pull his nose. This, it seems, was a tender point with the doctor, and he gave the bleeding up.”24

He would not always be so lucky.

Time spent with his mother’s family, where he was the only male, reinforced the small tyrant’s belief in divine right: “Having thrown a stone at a bird and missed and accidentally injured a little girl,” an early biographer records, “he remained at first impenitent and treated the child’s angry nurse with amazing if un-convincing arrogance saying, ‘Do you know I’m Byron’s son?’ An hour later he enquired … about his victim & presented a bag of sweets as a peace offering.”25 Here, certainly, is the insufferable lordling daring anyone—and a servant, no less—to object to his behavior and then buying off with a pack of sweets. Lurking behind the boy-emperor, though, is the worried fatherless child: Do you know I’m Byron’s son? This was a rhetorical question loaded with irony: In Duff country being “Byron’s son” was a stigma, better left forgotten.

In late summer 1794 Catherine received news that would dispel any taint still attached to Geordie’s name. Jack Byron’s nephew, William, grandson of the Wicked Lord, was dead, killed by a cannonball at the Battle of Calvi in Corsica on July 31. Her son, George Gordon Byron, six and a half, was now heir presumptive to the title and the estates of the fifth Lord Byron, who was living out his last reclusive years in Newstead Abbey.

It was crucial that George, as a future peer, receive a proper education. Thus, in January 1795, still some days before his seventh birthday, “George Bayron Gordon” (the misspelling of his name as it first appeared in the school register reflected local pronunciation) entered the second form at the Aberdeen grammar school.

George now exchanged his red jacket and black nankeen trousers for his first school uniform: a short-tailed coat of blue cloth with yellow cuffs and facings, corduroy knee breeches, and—a delight to any seven-year-old—a waistcoat with full gilt brass buttons. The elegance of the pupils’ turnout notwithstanding, the grammar school, with its low fees, was as democratic as any such academically rigorous institution of the period could be.

Low fees, however, made for a no-frills education. The school, one of the poet’s classmates noted later, “was a little like Byron himself—it had a long pedigree but a short purse.”26 To supplement the bare curriculum, Catherine Byron, like most other parents, paid an extra 6 shillings and sixpence per quarter for her son to attend a writing school kept by a Mr. Duncan on St. Nicolas Street. Here Byron learned to form the swooping diagonals of the capital Ns and Ws seen in his first letters.

As in every boys’ school, games and physical prowess were the measures of acceptance. Byron’s lameness ruled out sports requiring speed, but he soon became popular for other skills: He was an ace at marbles and handy with his fists. His willingness to engage any challenger—“fearless, and always more ready to give a blow than to take one,” as a schoolmate described him27—was an impulse that is still explained by the boy’s strong sense of honor and fair play, his hatred of bullies, and his desire to defend their victims. But large elements of pride, aggression, and the need to compensate for his lameness seem also to lie behind a reflexive physical response to anger or slight.

At the grammar school, even more than at most such institutions, two different cultures were represented by life within and without the grim stone building: “The work of the School was conducted in English, the work of the playground in broad Scotch.”28 Byron moved easily between the two, with a social fluidity that would always be his special pride. Perhaps from a desire to fit in with the less bookish, more popular boys, the keen pupil became an uneven student; from one quarter to the next of his last three years at the school,* his place in class fluctuated wildly, ranging from a high of sixth to a low of twenty-third in a form whose average size was thirty-two pupils. He was never one of the outstanding fifty pupils to be honored on Visitation Day in October, when members of the town council bestowed prize books on the best scholars.

After school and on holidays, he was allowed to roam the city with his new friends. Now that he had won social acceptance, he became less defensive about his lameness; he could even joke about it—at least when accompanied by another boy with a similar disability: “Come and see the twa laddies with the twa clubfeet going up the Broad Street,” he announced one day as he set off with his friend.29 He had learned how to ward off mockery with self-mockery—a bitter lesson, but also a step toward mastering pain.

INEVITABLY Byron became his mother’s escort, regularly attending spectacles where few children of his age were to be seen. On February 28, 1797, he accompanied Catherine Byron to a “one night only” performance at the Theatre Aberdeen of selected scenes from Shakespeare, including “the farce of CATHERINE AND PETRUCHIO.” Thus began, at age nine, Byron’s lifelong passion for the stage. His involvement in the proceedings suggests a prior reading of the play. At the moment when Petruchio says “Nay, then, I swear it is the blessed sun,” the youngest member of the audience leaped from his seat and shouted, “But I say it is the moon, Sir.”30

Besides sharing a fondness for the theater and a tendency to indulge in histrionics at home, mother and son were both avid readers. Catherine Byron had always devoured newspapers and periodicals, and she kept up with the political issues of the day, forming independent and loudly aired opinions. She shocked High Church Tory acquaintances by her passionate espousal of the French revolutionary cause; Byron literally learned his republican sympathies at his mother’s knee.

Catherine’s well-documented fondness for novels makes it likely that she was a subscriber to one of the city’s two lending libraries. Her son later calculated that he had read four thousand works of fiction, his favorites being Don Quixote and the works of Smollett (especially Roderick Random) and of Scott. From the first, though, he preferred travel and history; his happiest hours of reading combined all three. During Aberdeen’s freezing, wind-lashed winters, the Arabian Nights offered escape into desert tents and palace harems. At the very end of his life he remembered Knolles’s Turkish History as “one of the first books that gave me pleasure as a child; and I believe it had much influence on my subsequent wishes to visit the Levant, and gave, perhaps, the oriental coloring which is observed in my poetry.” Besides these two well-worn volumes, he recalled devouring “Cantemir, De Tott, Lady M. W. Montague, Hawkin’s Translation from Mignot’s History of the Turks … all travels or histories or books upon the East I could meet with … before I was ten years old.”31

Otherwise, his imagination was fired by accounts of naval action, and he remained “passionate for the Roman history.” More surprising was this pronounced aversion: “When a boy I could never bear to read any Poetry whatever without disgust and reluctance,” he said.32

He might tease his mother in church, but his Presbyterian tutors, along with a succession of Scripture-reading nurses, including Agnes Gray and her sister May, made sure he had read most of the books of the Bible “through and through before I was eight years old,” he later told his publisher, John Murray, “that is to say, the Old Testament, for the New struck me as a task, but the other as a pleasure.”33

For one story especially, the conflict of Cain and Abel, he felt the ambiguous thrill of identity: He could elevate his own deformity to the grandeur of a curse—the mirror image of a sense of election. The belief that he was predestined to evil continued to haunt him, not without pride. In the preface to his own drama Cain, he noted: “Gessner’s ‘Death of Abel’ I have never read since I was eight years of age, at Aberdeen. The general impression of my recollection is delight.”34

Among other books he read at this time, one in particular deepened his romance with the “fascination of the abomination.” John Moore’s Zeluco was a popular gothic novel with an antihero condemned to commit crimes by dark forces beyond his control and whose first victim is his mother. Like Byron’s, Zeluco’s father had died when he was very young and, as Byron told the story, “Very soon after his death, he indulged, without control, every humour and caprice.… His temper became more and more ungovernable, and at length seemed as inflammable as gunpowder, bursting into flashes of rage at the slightest provocation.”35

Catherine allowed that her own failings, along with the absence of sisters, had deprived her son of a civilizing influence. Dancing school, she decided, might be one means of providing the social polish needed by a future peer. He was enrolled in classes held by a Mr. Francis Peacock of Peacock’s Close. The dancing master’s talents had left him poor, and his house was surrounded by slums where drunken prostitutes amused themselves by emptying chamber pots on the heads of passing policemen. Byron’s trip to and from Peacock’s classes would have offered the boy a dizzying contrast of experiences: He learned the courtly manners and dances of the aristocracy next to the city’s most brutalized inhabitants.

It was in Mr. Peacock’s dancing school that Byron, not yet eight, met and fell in love with his distant cousin Mary Duff. Twenty years later, he still pondered the precocity of his obsession: “How very odd that I should have been so utterly, devotedly fond of that girl, at an age when I could neither feel passion nor know the meaning of the word.… Now what could this be? … We were both the merest children. I had and have been attached fifty times since that period; yet I recollect all we said to each other, all our caresses, her features, my restlessness, sleeplessness, my tormenting my mother’s maid to write for me to her, which she at last did, to quiet me. Poor Nancy thought I was wild, and, as I could not write for myself, became my secretary. I remember, too, our walks, and the happiness of sitting by Mary, in the children’s apartment, at their house, not far from the Plainstones at Aberdeen, while her lesser sister Helen played with the doll, and we sat gravely making love in our own way.”

In his twenties when he wrote this, he could still summon the precise image of his beloved’s face, her dark-brown hair and hazel eyes, and he continued to ponder the intensity of erotic feeling he experienced long before puberty: “How the deuce did all this occur so early? Where could it originate? I certainly had no sexual ideas for years afterwards, and yet my misery, my love for that girl were so violent, that I sometimes doubt if I have ever been really attached since.”36

Eight years later, Catherine Byron, not without malice, told her sixteen-year-old son that she had just received a letter from Edinburgh with news that “your old sweetheart Mary Duff is married to a Mr. Coe [actually Mr. Cockburn, a wine merchant].”

“And what was my answer? I really cannot explain or account for my feelings at that moment; but they nearly threw me into convulsions, and alarmed my mother so much, that after I grew better, she generally avoided the subject—to me—and contented herself with telling it to all her acquaintance.”37

In important ways, our first love remains the only one. Byron’s passionate attachment to an older female relative*—at once a mother, sister, and twin soul—was a primal scenario that would play itself out again.

When he was about eighteen, Byron wrote a series of what he called “memory poems.” In one of these he summons both the wonder and the urgency of his feelings for Mary. He is Adam, experiencing love before the Fall, his passion undefiled by knowledge, sexuality, terror, or ambition; his entire world was then bounded by one immensity of feeling:


Untutor’d by science, a stranger to fear,
  And rude as the rocks, where my infancy grew,
No fee ling, save one, to my bosom was dear,
  Need I say, my sweet Mary, ’twas centred in you?

Yet it could not be Love, for I knew not the name,
  What passion can dwell in the heart of a child?
But, still, I perceive an emotion the same
  As I felt, when a boy, on the crag-cover’d wild:
One image, alone, on my bosom imprest,
  I lov’d my bleak regions, nor panted for new,
And few were my wants, for my wishes were blest,
  And pure were my thoughts, for my soul was with you.38



Besides being lovesick, the eight-year-old boy caught scarlet fever. When he did not seem to be making a full recovery, his mother decided he must be moved from the dark back bedroom of Broad Street. As it was summer, she took rooms in a farmhouse belonging to a Mr. James Robertson, on the Deeside at Ballerich, forty miles from Aberdeen, where the convalescent drank goat’s milk to bring back his strength. It was here that Byron began another love affair—with Dee Valley and its highlands.

On foot, if the terrain was not too rough, or on horseback, Byron, dressed in the blue and green Gordon tartan, roamed the rugged countryside, where each rise unfolded a view of the river’s silver meander. His health returned, along with his spirits. Accompanied by a gillie, he insisted on climbing the steep banks of the Linn of Dee, a gorge where the river suddenly narrows to rush between high limestone banks and crash over outcroppings of rock.

His most intense feelings of union with nature as part of his own past were reserved for the mountains; they were his birthright, and he now laid claim to far-off Morven and, closer to home, the summit of dark Loch na Garr, rising from a ring of clouds.

In Lachin Y Gair, written when he was nineteen, Byron mourns the lost innocence of childhood—a conventional enough topos. But for the young poet, then living in England, the mountain also symbolized exile from heroic possibility. He has been banished from the manly northern virtues of his Scottish heritage, to be corrupted by the degenerate softness of the South:


Away, ye gay landscapes! ye gardens of roses!
  In you let the minions of luxury rove;
Restore me the rocks, where the snow-flake reposes,
  Though still they are sacred to freedom and love:
Yet, Caledonia! belov’d are thy mountains,
  Round their white summits though elements war,
Though cataracts foam, ’stead of smooth flowing fountains,
  I sigh for the valley of dark Loch na Garr.
.  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  .  . 
Years have roll’d on, Loch na Garr, since I left you,
  Years must elapse, e’er I tread you again;
Nature of verdure and flowers has bereft you,
  Yet still are you dearer than Albion’s plain:
England! thy beauties are tame and domestic,
  To one, who has rov’d on the mountains afar;
Oh! for the crags that are wild and majestic,
  The steep, frowning glories of dark Loch na Garr.39



Late in the winter of 1797 Catherine Byron received word from Newstead: Old Lord Byron was gravely ill and not expected to recover. At this eagerly awaited news she sprang into action. Her first concern was to salvage the dying man’s few remaining assets before they disappeared.

Finally, on May 21, at one o’clock in the morning, the fifth Lord Byron expired, aged sixty-five. The nine-year-old boy was now the sixth Baron Byron of Rochdale, heir of the granduncle he had never seen, whose estates included the lands of Newstead and Rochdale in Lancashire, along with property in Norfolk.

Catherine Byron’s fears were more than justified. At his death the Wicked Lord—duelist, collector, creator of follies—was so poor that no money could be found for a proper funeral; his remains moldered for almost a month at Newstead Abbey until credit could be arranged for expenses. The bills were sent to Catherine, who apparently paid them without a murmur.

She was learning that the privilege of being mother to a lord could be ruinous. Catherine now had to put her furniture, excluding linen and plate, up for sale. The money she received enabled her to meet the funeral expenses, but there was not enough left to cover the coach fare for mother and son to Newstead. She was unable, therefore, to follow the counsel of her London advisers and establish herself and the new Lord Byron at Newstead immediately. Recalling his helpfulness to her in the hard days at Holles Street, she instead engaged John Hanson, of Hanson and Birch, to represent her interests in Nottinghamshire. It was the first and only time that this particular solicitor would act with dispatch. Hanson, accompanied by his wife, installed himself at Newstead, where he proceeded to examine the condition of his new client’s property. The next pressing matter was the appointment of a nobleman to act as guardian to the fatherless young lord.

Most probably Catherine Byron was the first to tell her son of his new estate. On the momentous day of the old lord’s death, he is supposed to have run to his mother and asked her whether “she perceived any difference in him since he had been made a lord as he perceived none himself.”40 But it was at the democratic grammar school that he learned of the difference between a commoner and a peer. At morning roll call, when his name was read out as “Georgius Dominus de Byron,” he stood up to reply “adsum” when suddenly, overcome with embarrassment at the silent stares of his schoolmates, he burst into tears. Later the same day he was given his first taste, literally, of the privileges of rank. The master sent for him and, instead of the awful consequences that usually followed upon this summons, he was offered cake and wine. As Byron later recalled to his friend Hobhouse, it was the master’s deference toward him, more than the treat, that impressed upon him the awe a barony inspired.

Even without the additional expenses, her son’s elevation to the peerage found his mother poorer than ever. Catherine’s Aberdeen attorney, Mr. Crombie, laid out her finances to the London agent to see if the boy’s inheritance might not ease her circumstances. After noting his client’s desire “to have a Nobleman joined with her as Guardian to her son,” he urged:41 “I wish you would consult Mr. Hanson whether Mrs. Byron would be entitled on application to the Chancellor to a certain allowance out of her son’s Estate beside for her maintenance.” Given all that she owed and the small income she could expect—about £150 a year—he concluded, “All this will not be sufficient for enabling her to live in that respectable state she is entitled to from the rank of her Son.”42

Thus began for mother and son the process of mortgaging a future that would always appear rosier than it turned out to be. For the present, the immediate requirement of selling her furniture also forced Catherine to give up the Broad Street rooms. With no money for the trip south, the two appear to have spent part of the summer in a cottage called Honey Brae on the outskirts of Aberdeen. We next hear of the young lord (whether alone or accompanied by his mother is unknown) boarding with his old nurse, Agnes Gray, now married with two children of her own and living at 177 Barron Street, Woodside, a working-class suburb of Aberdeen. There, in one of the first of many lordly gestures, he is said to have presented a gold watch to Agnes Gray Melvin’s firstborn, named after her charge, George Gordon.

By the end of August Catherine had scraped together enough cash for the journey to Newstead. She and Geordie said their farewells to friends and family and, accompanied by May Gray, who had replaced her sister as George’s nurse, set out by coach from Aberdeen, crossing the Dee River, south toward England.

For Byron, the humdrum existence of a provincial schoolboy had ended. The journey south, he later said, was “a change from a shabby Scotch flat to a palace.” A new life beckoned, promising to restore him to his rightful place in a procession of heroic knights, loyal vassals, and lords of vast domains. The changeling orphan of his imagination had been rescued and revealed to be a prince.


*School records from his first year at the grammar school have been lost.

*Interestingly, Mary Duff appears to have been born in 1788, making her exactly Byron’s age. But he always referred to her as being at least three, and on one occasion six, years his senior.




CHAPTER 3

A Peer’s Progress

TWO DAYS LATER, a coach carrying the weary trio turned off the Great Northern Road twelve miles south of Nottingham and four miles from Mansfield. Rattling up to the Newstead tollgate, the carriage stopped long enough for the tollmistress to have a good look at the passengers; she saw a woman whose girth and slovenly dress made her look far older than her thirty-three years and a young nursemaid holding on her lap a boy of about ten. The plumpness of her charge made clear his relation to the larger lady and strengthened the impression that he was far too big to be seated where he was.

For Catherine Byron the journey was a royal progress, the triumphal return of an exiled monarch. Their proletarian life had been a testing and a disguise. Mother and son could now reveal themselves as Queen Regent and princeling. The fairy-tale sequence of events leading to their arrival provided Catherine, an avid reader of romantic novels, with her script. Pretending to know little of the place where she now found herself, she asked the tollmistress who might be the noble owner of the seat.

“It was Lord Byron’s, but he is dead,” was the answer.

“And who is the heir now?” Catherine asked, prolonging with feigned ignorance this delicious prelude to a happy ending when all her past sufferings would be redeemed.

“They say,” replied the tollkeeper, “it is a little boy who lives at Aberdeen.”

“And this is him, God bless him!” burst out the proud May Gray, stealing her mistress’s moment of glory and possessively kissing the lordling seated in her lap.1

Two miles farther along, the sandy road curved around a hill and suddenly, like a mirage across the lake, rose the granite walls of Newstead Abbey. When the coach pulled into the courtyard and the three travelers descended, they were greeted by another trio: old Joe Murray, the fifth lord’s faithful retainer, accompanied by John Hanson, the tall, elegantly dressed solicitor, and his wife, who had arrived from London a few days earlier to welcome the new Lord Byron and his mother.

In a larger sense, too, the journey from Aberdeen to Newstead Abbey represented both a reversal of fortune and a restoration. With the 377 miles he had just traveled, little Geordie, with his Aberdeen accent, became a Briton as well as a peer. The English, called “Sassenachs” derisively by the Scots, for their part were even more contemptuous of their neighbors to the north. Remembered bitterly as traitors for the insurrectionary disloyalty of Jacobites to the Crown, Scots were seen as provincial primitives, either warring tribesmen or small-time shopkeepers. In England, to be a Scot by birth was a lifelong obstacle to preferment in public life.2 Small wonder that Byron would always be torn between nostalgia for the Eden of his childhood, with its romantic trappings of “Scotch plaids, Scotch snoods, the blue hills and clear streams,”3 and the fear that trace elements of his early years would taint his complete acceptance as a gentleman among the Regency ton. Thomas Moore, Byron’s friend and first biographer, tells of the poet flying into a rage—only partly humorous—when a young woman told him she still heard echoes of the Scots accent in his speech: “Great God, I hope not!” he is supposed to have exclaimed. “I’m sure I haven’t. I would rather the whole d——d country was sunk in the sea—I the Scotch accent!”4 But the artless girl was not the only one to notice the lingering burr; others were simply more discreet.

Scotland was also his mother’s country. On the threshold of adolescence, he was just beginning the struggle to separate from his only living parent, the mother whose uninhibited passions terrified even as they bound him to her. Catherine Gordon Byron, ignorant and impoverished, object of pity or scorn, embodied the country he was leaving behind with regret and relief.

On moving to England, the nine-year-old Byron assumed his father’s legacy. Disgraced black sheep that he was, Captain Jack Byron, related by blood or marriage to some of the grandest families in England, had provided his son with a fixed position in society in Britain and on the Continent, one that would always mean more to him than talent. He was a peer of the realm, and no one would ever be allowed to forget it.

Before leaving school, Byron had already tasted the nominal privileges of rank. But while enjoying the deference due a peer, he had still been living in cramped, furnished rooms above a shop. Now, as he stepped from the public coach onto the sandy soil of the abbey courtyard, he ascended, actually and symbolically, to a splendid estate. He had become a member of the landed aristocracy and the ruling class.

SEEN FOR the first time, Newstead appeared as romantic as any illustrated fairy tale, a vision of history fused with fantasy: from the splashing fountain in the center of the courtyard (moved from the cloisters by earlier lords) to the Gothic stone tracery remaining on the abbey facade to the pair of shimmering lakes bridged by a waterfall and guarded by twin model forts to, finally, in the same strange scale between life and doll size, Folly Castle.

Even with the great oaks gone, the park was still verdant with spruce and maple. It was the end of August, and the dilapidated state of the farms, with their run-down buildings, was hidden by the lush greenery. Among the harsh realities it softened were the estate’s encumbered finances. Although it had been valued at £90,000 and found to yield an annual revenue of between £1,200 and £1,500, the combination of the late lord’s debts and Catherine Byron’s small income made needed repairs an impossible undertaking. Catherine was quick to decide that the forty-odd tenant farmers should be paying much higher rent. A competent estate manager was clearly the first order of business. To save expenses, Hanson retired old Joe Murray from active service and hired a local man, Owen Mealey, as overseer. Cash was still tight, however, and spending it on servants was seen as an extravagance. On taking the job, Mealey had been promised a bed for the overseer’s lodge. But now, he was told, there was no money to buy one.

Initially Hanson had been horrified by the idea of the young lord and his mother camping in the few habitable rooms left in the ruined abbey, where rain poured into the roofless refectory and wind howled through damp galleries and cavernous reception rooms. He wrote to James Farquar, an Edinburgh lawyer who had befriended Catherine. Expressing his disapproval of her plans by getting her name wrong, Hanson reported, “I have seen Mrs. Gordon and I find she has a great wish to live at Newstead—I doubt very much the prudence of it at least at first, it strikes me it would be better for her to take a House or Lodgings in or near London till the Affairs are arranged and it is known what she is to have allowed her.” He added, “The Young Lord is a fine sharp Boy not a little spoilt by Indulgence but that is scarcely to be wondered at.”5

•  •  •

A BRILLIANT August slid into a warm September. A few days before he left, on the fourth of the month, Hanson took Byron to meet his nearest neighbors at Annesley Hall. There he was introduced to his young kinswoman, Mary Ann Chaworth; her mother, Mrs. Ann Clarke; and her stepfather, the Reverend William Clarke. Home from her London boarding school, Mary Ann, at twelve, was a romantic-looking girl, small and spritelike, with dark, soulful eyes and curling tendrils of silky chestnut hair.

On their first meeting, Byron was less interested in Mary Ann herself than in their intriguing bond of murder. Twenty years earlier, the Wicked Lord had run his cousin William Chaworth, Mary Ann’s great-uncle, through the belly with a short sword. Along with other ancestors, a portrait of the murdered man hung in the great hall at Annesley. Their likenesses filled the ten-year-old with terror; they all stared down at him with looks of hatred, he insisted, stalking him in his nightmares.

While summer weather still held the discomforts of Newstead at bay, Mrs. Byron invited the Clarkes and Mary Ann over for a return visit. Before the family appeared, Hanson teased the boy about the charming visitor: “Here is a pretty young lady—You had better marry her,” he joked. But there was wishful thinking as well as humor in the lawyer’s remarks. An only child, Mary Ann would soon be a woman of considerable property. With her well-farmed family estates adjoining Newstead, a union would be the saving of his client’s land-poor status.

Byron, though, saw only the crime that divided them: “What, Mr. Hanson, the Capulets and the Montagues intermarry?”6 Casting Mary Ann as Juliet and himself as Romeo would soon give his growing passion for the young woman a romantically tragic model, along with providing him with an essential escape hatch. They were doomed to love and to separate.

Hanson, meanwhile, had relented; mother and son could remain at Newstead through the fall. Making the most of an Indian summer, Byron reveled in the freedom of the outdoors. His forebear’s fantasies made a perfect playground for a ten-year-old boy. Folly Castle and the two forts, together with the model boats on the lake, provided endless occasions for military and naval engagements. Indoors there was the Wicked Lord’s arsenal, including the actual sword that had killed his cousin William Chaworth, listed in the inventory as “of Iron and Steel, of the Value of Five Shillings.”7 Most fascinating of all to Byron was his great-uncle’s collection of firearms. He no longer had to make do with pretending.

A large wolf dog named Wooly had become Byron’s special pet. One day the animal angered his new master, either by biting or perhaps merely disobeying him. Hanson recalled to his son, Newton, that Byron’s “countenance suddenly became pale, he rushed into the Abbey, seized a loaded gun or pistol of the Keeper’s with which he hurried back to the Dog in the Garden, seized hold of him and threw him on his back, exclaiming, Wooly you have done so & so, you shall die Wooly.”8

Far from being alarmed at this display of violent behavior in a child, Hanson saw only lordly resolve, tempered finally by Christian mercy. His son’s memoirs further confirm the lawyer’s belief that his young client could do no wrong: “My father used to say the decision of character displayed, his action and expression, & the emphasis with which he uttered the determination, the reflexion in the midst of his passion were so finely depicted that he should never forget it as long as he lived. He did not slay the Dog, arresting as it were his fixed resolve on the very verge of its destructive execution.”9

Theatricality, quickness to take offense, violent impulses followed by forgiving, even contrite, behavior—these were not examples of childish self-indulgence but fixed elements of the Byronic character. Firearms, too, became as essential to him as they had been to his great-uncle; throughout his adult life, Byron carried small loaded pistols in his waistcoat pocket, and the weapons remained within reach at night. Indoors and out he practiced shooting.

Less threateningly, he now planted a young oak in the park, on the lawn sloping down to the lower lake. He could see the oak from the long windows of the old refectory, used as the main drawing room by his forebears, before the fifth lord had allowed it to fall into ruin. The decayed setting gives added poignancy to Byron’s identification with the seedling: “He had an idea that as it flourished, so should he,” recalled Tom Moore.10

Nearby in Nottingham, there were relatives to be visited: Byron’s great-aunt, the fifth lord’s brother’s widow, the Honorable Mrs. Frances Byron, lived with her sister, Mrs. Ann Parkyns, also widowed, and the latter’s two daughters, in a house in Gridlesmith Gate (now Pelham Street). Another aunt, Mad Jack’s sister, Charlotte Augusta Byron Parker, also lived nearby, with her husband, son, and two delicately pretty girls. Introduced by their Nottingham relations, the young lord and his mother were soon welcome additions to social life among the local gentry.

AS THE YOUNGEST of two males in the female-dominated Byron-Parker-Parkyns family, Byron was made much of. His Great-aunt Frances sent him a pony, a thoughtful as well as generous gift, to make a lame boy’s explorations of Newstead less tiring. But Byron was big for his age and overweight as well, and it soon became apparent that the rider was too large for the small steed.

In the first letter he ever wrote (suprisingly late, for a bookish boy of nearly eleven), Byron thanked his great-aunt for the present. Using his best copybook hand he strikes the attitude of a gracious gentleman farmer:


Dear Madam,—My Mamma being unable to write herself desires I will let you know that the potatoes are now ready and you are welcome to them whenever you please—

She begs you will ask Mrs. Parkyns if she would wish the poney to go round by Nottingham or go home the nearest way as it is now quite well but too small to carry me—

I have sent a young Rabbit which I beg Miss Frances wil accept off and which I promised to send before—My Mamma desires her best compliments to you all in which I join—I am

Dear Aunt Yours Sincerely
BYRON

I hope you will excuse all blunders as it is the first letter I ever wrote11



Soon Newstead’s new owners were driven indoors by the cold, there to suffer the bone-chilling damp of the abbey in winter. In late November, mother and son moved to Nottingham, taking lodgings first with a Mr. Gill in St. James Lane, near the castle, before moving to Park Row. Then, in the winter of 1798–99, Catherine Byron installed her son, in the care of his nurse, May Gray, with his Parkyns relatives, while she moved back and forth between Newstead and London.

The reasons for their separation are unclear; in the dead of winter there was little that could be done (and no money to do it with) to improve Newstead. Hanson’s choice of overseer, Owen Mealey, was already installed in the lodge, from which he would thenceforth act as spy, reporting to the solicitor on the new owners, their tenants, and visitors—never to their advantage.

Looking into ways to improve his client’s financial prospects, Hanson had approached the Earl of Carlisle, Captain Byron’s cousin, who agreed—reluctantly—to act as the boy’s guardian in an “advisory” capacity. Hanson was hoping that the peer would use his influence at court to obtain an allowance from the King’s Civil List, and he provided Catherine with appropriate draft letters to Carlisle and to another noble connection, the Duke of Portland. Catherine may have decided that visits to Hanson’s office in Chancery Lane were essential to ensure the distracted solicitor’s continuing efforts on her behalf.

Then there was the matter of Byron’s lame foot, now in the care of a Nottingham quack named Lavender. Fourteen years later, Lavender was to list himself in the Nottingham Directory as “surgeon,” but in 1799 and earlier he was still “trussmaker to the general hospital.” Catherine does not seem to have inquired very closely into his credentials before entrusting her son to his care. Lavender’s prescribed course of treatment consisted of rubbing the afflicted foot with hot oil; it was then twisted into a “normal” position and forced into a sort of wooden cast, designed to hold it rigidly in place. Lavender’s therapy was not only torture, but also proved to be without any benefit whatsoever. Typically, Byron was stoical about the excruciating pain of these sessions; what he could not tolerate was Lavender’s ignorance and pretensions in other matters. In later life Byron gleefully described how on one occasion he had taken revenge on his tormentor. Assembling random letters of the alphabet to suggest words and sentences, he had asked Lavender what tongue this text might be: “Italian,” declared the pompous quack—an answer greeted by roars of laughter from his patient.12

Words became an early weapon in Byron’s arsenal, one especially useful for exposing the pretensions of his elders. In language he discovered a powerful instrument of both defense and attack. The first poem attributed to him, four lines of doggerel, is pure aggression:


In Nottingham county there lives at Swine Green,
As curst an old lady as ever was seen;
And when she does die, which I hope will be soon
She firmly believes she will go to the moon.13



The object of the ten-year-old’s malediction was his great-aunt, who seems never to have had any but the kindliest impulses toward her grandnephew.

Along with his advanced verbal skills, the young lord showed a sophisticated grasp of culture as status, accompanied by shame at his own lack of education. Most boys his age would have rejoiced in freedom from schooling and the liberty to explore Nottingham, with its medieval market square and famous fairs. But his experience as a poorer pupil at the elite Aberdeen grammar school made him acutely sensitive to the links of knowledge, power, and social position, and he felt himself losing ground in all three areas. From his Aunt Parkyns’s house he wrote to his mother at Newstead, noting that his cousins had a tutor. Could he not receive instruction before or after the girls had their lesson? Catherine refused; either she saw no merit in the request, or feared private lessons would be unaffordable. Her son persisted: “Mr. Rogers could attend me every night at a separate hour from the Miss Parkyns’s & I am astonished you do not acquiesce in this scheme,” he wrote, “which would keep me in mind of what I have almost entirely forgot, I recommend this to you because if some plan of this kind is not adopted I shall be called or rather branded with the name of a dunce which you know I could never bear. I beg you will consider this plan seriously & I will lend it all the assistance in my power.” Then, in an imperious postcript, he concluded, “Pray let me know when you are to send the horses to go to Newstead. May Desires her duty & I also expect an answer By the miller.”14

Never able to refuse her son anything for long, Catherine relented, and for several months, in the spring of 1799, Dummer Rogers tutored Byron; together he and his pupil read Virgil and Cicero. During these sessions at home with his cousins, Byron’s foot was screwed into its wooden contraption. The tutor could feel the boy’s suffering. On one of his visits Rogers said, “My lord, I don’t feel comfortable at having you sitting opposite me there, in such pain as you must be.” To this Byron replied, “Never mind, Mr. Rogers, you shall not see any signs of it in me.”15

DURING THE late winter and early spring of 1799 Byron lodged alone with May Gray. It was during this period that the nursemaid began regularly taking the boy into her bed and masturbating him.16 Gray also had adventures with young men her own age. She brought coach drivers home with her and, after getting drunk with her new companions, beat the child she had earlier initiated into sexual activity. The beatings were the only behavior that Byron reported to his mother. In their cramped lodgings it seems inevitable that Byron would also have witnessed the couplings of the drunken May and her chaise boys. Mrs. Parkyns lost no time in writing to Hanson in London that Gray’s drinking and lewd-ness were the scandal of Nottingham. Catherine Byron, twelve miles away at Newstead, where she was visited by her son and other guests from town, must have been told of her servant’s conduct.

Gray’s unchecked abuse of the boy, the torment of the quack Lavender’s mistreatment of his foot, and his desultory lessons with Dummer Rogers all convinced Hanson that Byron must be removed from Nottingham promptly. But not promptly enough, if Byron is to be believed. Before he left, the nurse had doubled her punishments as revenge.

Shortly after their arrival at Hanson’s house in Earls Court, the lawyer wrote to Catherine Byron. “I assure you Madam,” he began judiciously, “I should not have taken the liberty to interfere in your domestic Arrangments, had I not thought it absolutely necessary to aprize you of the procedings of your Servant, Mrs. Gray; her conduct towards your son while at Nottingham was shocking.… My honorable little companion tho’ disposed to retain his feelings, could not refrain, from the harsh usage he had received at her hands, from complaining to me, and such is his dread of the Woman that I really believe he would forego the satisfaction of seeing you if he thought he was to meet her again. He told me she was perpetually beating him, and that his bones sometimes ached from it … but Madam this is not all, she has even—traduced yourself.”17

Here, Hanson’s lawyerly discretion prevented his detailing further—at least in writing—what he also knew. It remained for Byron’s lifelong friend, John Cam Hobhouse, to write down what Hanson had told him in conversation, just after the poet’s death in 1824: “When [Byron] was nine years old at his mother’s house a free Scotch girl used to come to bed to him & play tricks with his person—Hanson found it out & asked Lord B—who owned the fact—the girl was sent off.”18

But not immediately. Regardless of what she may have heard, Catherine was in no hurry to dismiss her countrywoman, whose family had been so good to her and her son. When May was sent back to Aberdeen, the Grays persisted in believing that their daughter had been calumnied and made the victim of a nasty little boy’s revenge on a strict caregiver. They could produce proof, moreover, that her charge repented of his tales: the present to May of the handsome gold watch, the first timepiece Byron ever owned, along with a portrait of him holding a bow and arrow.

Byron’s reports of May brutalizing him and his determination to have her fired point to shame at his complicity, as well as a desire for revenge; the rage of a boy, between latency and adolescence, whose first lover and surrogate mother tortures him with her infidelities.

In the journal he kept for a few months in Pisa in 1821–22 and to which he gave the name “Detached Thoughts,” Byron reflected guardedly on the relationship between his lifelong attacks of depression and his premature induction into the darkness of sexual obsession: “My passions were developed very early—so early—that few would believe me—if I were to state the period—and the facts which accompanied it—Perhaps this was one of the reasons which caused the anticipated melancholy of my thoughts—having anticipated life.”19

The consequences of this tortured episode bled into his entire life. The “anticipated melancholy” he would always experience was accompanied by another, related impulse—to cut off (or dilute with others) an exclusive attachment to one woman before he could be humiliated or rejected. May Gray had taught him the Bible, along with the forbidden knowledge called biblical. He would always associate orthodox Christianity with cant and hypocrisy, even while he was constantly drawn to conventionally devout women—to their everlasting regret and his own.

WITH EVIDENT RELIEF, Hanson took off for London with his “little friend” in the second week of July.20 Catherine sent May Gray ahead to accompany Byron’s belongings; the bandages and contraption for his foot required considerable room. It was the last duty Gray would discharge for her employer.

On July 12, 1799, Hanson’s carriage rumbled through Brompton Village to his house in Earls Court, then a semirural retreat. Byron himself would not have remembered the city he had left as an infant, but his ties with the neighborhood were more than those of a visitor. Only a few years earlier, Hanson had purchased the grand house of the great surgeon and anatomist John Hunter, who had crossed London to examine the newborn Byron’s malformed foot. Before his death in 1793, the house had accommodated Hunter’s examining rooms, laboratory, and anatomical museum along with a menagerie of wild animals whose bodies he dissected at their deaths. Hunter’s zoo had been replaced by the young Hanson family, consisting of three boys—Hargreaves, two months younger than Byron; Newton, three years the junior of their guest, and Charles, the youngest—as well as two girls. The elder, Mary Ann, was of marriageable age, but it was her younger sister, Laura, at seven the baby of the family, who pronounced on the new arrival. With the children all assembled, Byron was led into the room, holding their father’s hand. After formal introductions, the little girl came closer to the object of so much curiosity and examined him from head to foot. Mindful of what must not be mentioned, she turned to the others and “exclaimed with great gravity and emphasis, ‘Well he is a pretty Boy however!’ ”21

The day after their arrival, Hanson called on Lord Carlisle to discuss plans for his ward’s education and conferred with Dr. Matthew Baillie on the best course of treatment for Byron’s foot. The physician suggested that the boy be brought to his house at St. Bartholomew’s Close for a thorough examination of the deformity. Baillie also agreed to be present on July 15, when Hanson took Byron to meet his official guardian.

Frederick Howard, fifth Earl of Carlisle, was then fifty. In his youth, he and his close friend as well as gambling and drinking companion, Charles James Fox, were known as the two best-dressed men in London. Like Fox, Carlisle soon turned his attention to the serious game of politics, serving in the American colonies and then as an immensely popular and humane Lord Lieutenant of Ireland. Subsequently he held the post of Lord Privy Seal and, moving ever further to the right, upheld the bill suspending habeas corpus. A knowledgeable collector of art, Carlisle was also an amateur poet and playwright of talent whose literary efforts had been praised by Samuel Johnson and Horace Walpole. Byron’s orphaned half sister, Augusta, often stayed with her Howard cousins as they moved between the splendors of Castle Howard in Yorkshire and the grandeur of Grosvenor House in town.

It was to Grosvenor House that Hanson brought his young client on July 15. The meeting was not a success. Despite his usual confidence of winning over every adult, Byron had been unhappy at the prospect of the presentation. The grandness of the connection may have frightened him, or he may have anticipated—quite rightly—that the presence of Dr. Baillie ensured the humiliating experience of hearing his foot openly discussed. All efforts of his guardian to put him at ease were rebuffed. In a breathtaking breach of manners on the part of a child, Byron turned, after a short time, to Hanson and said, “Let us go.”22

In contrast, Byron’s delight in the warmth of family life, his natural good spirits, and his affectionate nature allowed him to fit in easily with the Hansons young and old. The Hanson boys accepted their guest’s preference for mornings spent reading on the divan, attributing this otherwise suspicious trait to his lameness. Soon Byron exonerated himself by his keenness to rush out of doors at about one o’clock for games, at which he excelled.

Two days after his unhappy visit to Grosvenor House, Hanson took Byron to see Dr. Baillie at 6 St. Bartholomew’s Close. Baillie did not seem to have been informed of the quack Lavender’s painful device to which the boy had been subjected through the late winter and spring. After carefully examining the foot, Baillie assumed that nothing had been done in the way of treatment, proof—if such were needed—that his new patient’s torment had been for nothing. The eminent specialist confirmed that “if the proper means had been taken at the first in Infancy [as Baillie’s uncle and mentor, Dr. Hunter, had earlier proposed] the malformation might have been brought round. The right foot was inverted and contracted as it were in a heap and of course did not go fully and flatly to the ground. But as it grew, if it had at first been forced into a frame by constant and gradual pressure on the inside to the right side and also pressed down on the instep much if not the whole of the Evil might have been cured. But little could be done after the lapse of ten or eleven years.”23

This bleak prognosis notwithstanding, Baillie was not planning to give up the case. He recommended the services of a Mr. Laurie to design yet another device in the form of an adjustable brace worn on the foot and ankle, to be made by a Mr. Sheldrake in the Strand. Baillie’s description of the deformation contradicted Catherine Byron’s hopeful claim of an improvement in her son’s disability. As recently as April 15, she had written to a cousin in Fetteresso that “Lord Byron has felt no bad effects from the turning of his foot and it is now almost quite well, so like his other foot that strangers have asked which foot it was.”24 Writing to Lord Carlisle three months later to thank him for his help, she noted of his ward: “Since I have brought him to England I have had him under the care of a Person here who is successful in curing Persons of deformity and I think his foot is much improved.”25 Meanwhile, swallowing her pride and staunch Whig loyalties, on July 23, 1799, Catherine Byron sent off a letter of appeal to the Duke of Portland, the Tory leader of the House of Lords, seeking His Grace’s help in obtaining a pension to maintain herself and her son.

Portland lost no time in speaking to the King, and a month later he was able to report to Mrs. Byron that the Prime Minister, Mr. Pitt himself, had been ordered to pay her £300 a year out of the Civil List “to commence forthwith.”26 Portland’s intervention was certainly motivated by self-interest, as much as by desire to help an impoverished young fellow peer and his mother; he owed the Byron estate the substantial interest of £1,000 on a complex mortgage transaction. This timely favor was excellent insurance against being sued for the debt when Byron came of age.

The royal rescue came not a moment too soon. Before her request was granted, Catherine Byron’s income from her capital had shrunk to £122 per annum. Besides the new and higher medical expenses, there would now be bills for Byron’s schooling. In the same letter to her cousin Mrs. Duff, Catherine Byron had noted loftily that “Lord C. is very partial to a public Education.”27 But clearly the boy’s sketchy and erratic studies might have made enrollment in Eton (Lord Carlisle’s alma mater) or Harrow difficult. Accordingly, in consultation with Byron’s guardian, Hanson decided upon a small school in the peaceful London suburb of Dulwich, maintained by a Dr. Glennie in his home on Lordship Lane.

An Anglicized Scot, Dr. Glennie and his wife boarded the boys in their house, a stately Georgian building in a rural setting (the land now belongs to Dulwich College), and on August 22, Hanson accompanied Byron to Dulwich. The boy was wearing his new leg iron, and the visible disability, joined with his rank and grand connections, prompted Glennie to offer the new pupil his own study, making him the only boy in the school to have a private room.

A week later Hanson wrote to Catherine Byron. In the same letter in which he reported May Gray’s seduction of her son, he also relayed some good news: “I left my entertaining companion with Mr. Glennie last Thursday week and I have since learned from him that he is very comfortable and likes the situation. His schoolfellows are very fine youths, and their deportment does very great credit to their Preceptor. I succeeded in getting Lord Byron a separate room, and I am persuaded the greatest attention will be paid him.”28

Despite his privileged status, Byron described the school to his younger cousin as “a damned place.”29 But that may have been the requisite complaint intended to cast the writer as a man of the world, chafing at schoolboy constraints.

In fact, Byron seems to have reasonably enjoyed his two years in Dulwich, where, as the only peer, he was certainly the big fish in Dr. Glennie’s pond. Although he had to repeat, using the English grammar, most of the Latin learned in Aberdeen and since forgotten, studies with Glennie (the only master) were not arduous. All the boys were given the run of books in the doctor’s study, but by far the most popular work there was a pamphlet written by the brother of one of Glennie’s friends describing the shipwreck of the Juno off Arracan in 1795. Like the narrative written by Byron’s grandfather, “Foul Weather Jack,” describing the hardships he had survived off the coast of Chile, this account found its way into Don Juan. In these verses Byron contrasts the responses of two fathers among the crew to their sons’ deaths: The parent who, informed of his loss, carries on with his work high on the mizzenmast is the survivor. The father who attempts, with tender ministrations, to revive his son dies of grief as the boy’s body is lowered overboard.30


There were two fathers in this ghastly crew,
  And with them their two sons, of whom the one
Was more robust and hardy to the view,
  But he died early; and when he was gone,
His nearest messmate told his sire, who threw
  One glance on him, and said, “Heaven’s will be done!
I can do nothing,” and he saw him thrown
Into the deep without a tear or groan.



The lesson Byron seems to have taken from this drama was that a father’s connection with his son is maintained at the parent’s peril. Seen in this forgiving light, Captain Byron did not decide to abandon, then to forget, his only child; disengagement was the price of his survival.

AT DULWICH, Dr. Glennie encouraged Byron’s determination to excel at games, “an ambition,” noted Glennie judiciously, “which I have remarked to prevail in general in young persons laboring under similar defects of nature.”31 Now, in a gesture of liberation and defiance, Byron threw his leg iron into a nearby pond.

The most exciting games married physical agility with imaginative play. At the end of the eighteenth century, highwaymen and footpads still took cover in Dulwich Wood, between attacks on travelers passing nearby Sydenham Hill. Byron and his schoolmates loved to play brigand, ordering terrified strangers to “stand and deliver.” While Byron was a student, the unsolved murder of Old Matthews, a hermit who had lived peacefully for thirty years in a cave in the woods, shocked the school. The hermit’s death and other unsettling incidents caused rumors to circulate that the school, or those connected with it, were marked for the next attack. With a perfect excuse for nocturnal forays (including the use of firearms), Byron apparently organized his fellow students into a vigilante posse, with himself as commander, to patrol the local lanes.

FREEDOM TO PLAY highwaymen and police with real guns, kindly discipline from above, and the leadership role he was granted by his peers channeled some of the aggression that had made Byron’s first stay with the Hansons a mixed blessing for his hosts. In July, after first breaking rules by going “below stairs” at Earls Court, he had mercilessly teased the elderly cook until she flew at him, screaming, “You a Lord indeed! I wonder who the d——I ever made you a Lord!” When she pursued him upstairs in her rage, Byron is supposed to have seized a gun from the wall in the entrance hall and started firing bullets into the old woman’s high starched hat, until he was restrained. Even without firearms, he was a loose cannon. On a subsequent visit to the Hansons, Lord Portsmouth, another volatile young nobleman, had teased Byron by pulling his ear. “There happened to be some large shells laying near to Byron,” Newton Hanson recalled, “and he instantly seized one of them and threw it with all his might at the Earl. Fortunately it missed him.”32

Now, after fewer than three months of school, Byron wrote to Hanson in November with a lofty message on the news of the Earl’s recent nuptials: “I congratulate myself on Lord Portsmouth’s marriage hoping his lady when he and I meet next will keep him in a little better order.”33 The letter, written to Hanson at Newstead, also reveals more than a little homesickness for his adopted family; he reproached the lawyer for not visiting him at school, making it plain that he was expecting an invitation for the Christmas holidays, three weeks away.

Byron did indeed spend the winter vacation at Earls Court but without the older Hansons; leaving their London establishment and brood in charge of Mrs. Hanson’s sister, the lawyer and his wife spent most of the holidays at Newstead, trying to get affairs there in order.

When the Hansons returned to Earls Court in January they brought Catherine Byron with them for a few days’ visit. The family now had ample occasion to witness the mother’s violent alternations of humor toward her son. As Newton Hanson recalled, “Byron had a sad trick of biting his Nails which sometimes used to call forth from his mother sudden and violent Ejaculations of Disgust accompanied by a Box on the ear or Hands.”34 It was no coincidence that this obvious expression of anxiety was most remarked on during his mother’s visit.

After her son’s return to school, Catherine remained in London, taking lodgings in Sloane Terrace, about two miles from Earls Court. Her new rooms must have brought back unhappy memories of Holles Street. Although her real income had improved, her expenses had increased alarmingly. She lived frugally, denying herself everything but the barest necessities to give Byron all the advantages of a rich young peer. Nothing was too good or too expensive for her son. With her £300 pension already reduced by taxes and Hanson’s fees, she was now paying the exorbitant tuition charged by Dr. Glennie—£43 5s 6p per year. On top of this, she insisted that Byron enjoy a generous allowance, which included outfitting him at his father’s fashionable tailor, the same Mr. Milne who had bailed Jack Byron out of the King’s Bench Prison.

Reasons for her indulgence are not lacking. With adolescent rebellion gathering force, Catherine wanted to tie her son to her through dependence on her generosity. There was the vicarious pleasure of the marginalized woman whose socially sought-after child redeems her own position of outcast. Finally, Catherine’s complicated feelings about Byron’s lameness—feelings that included shame, guilt, and anger—were relieved by compensation; Byron had arrived at school shackled with a leg iron. She determined that he would shine by other measures.

What his mother did not realize was that she herself was a source of shame to her son, second only to his lameness. Finding London unbearably lonely, she paid frequent—and unwelcome—visits to Dulwich. Dr. Glennie in particular, a snobbish Anglicized Aberdonian, loathed Mrs. Byron as representing everything he had left behind.

Catherine would bring Byron back to town for long weekends—times when he was supposed to be studying hard to catch up. Often she kept him in town for the entire following week. Dr. Glennie harbored suspicions that during these furloughs Mrs. Byron was busy corrupting her son, “collect[ing] around him a numerous circle of young acquaintances, without exercizing, as may be supposed, much discrimination in her choice.”35

She was also without inhibitions; she did not hesitate to make scenes, when her angry voice, drowning Dr. Glennie’s genteel tones, could be heard throughout the school. Following an especially loud outburst one of her son’s friends said to him, “Byron, your mother is a fool.”

Torn between shame and loyalty he replied, “I know it, but you shan’t say so.”36

As if this wasn’t enough, scandalous rumors began to fly between Earls Court and Dulwich. According to John Hanson, Catherine had fallen in love! And with a French dancing master, a M. de Louis encountered in Brompton. Hanson further maintained that Mrs. Byron had even “laid a plan for carrying B. to France. The Frenchman called at Dulwich to take him away but the Master would not let him go.”37

At thirty-six, there was nothing unseemly about Catherine Byron’s forming an attachment to a man. But it would be highly unlikely that she had made plans to emigrate. England was at war with France, a country still in the aftermath of the Terror: “Milord” would not have received an aristocrat’s welcome, and his mother would most certainly have lost her royal pension. Whether affair or infatuation, there is no further mention of the dancing master M. de Louis.

In the summer of 1800 Byron stayed for the last time in Nottingham, probably in rooms his mother had rented in Park Row. He also fell in love. Once again, the object was a slightly older female relation. But this time his emotional upheaval found new expression: “My first dash into poetry,” Byron recalled, “was the ebullition of a passion for my first Cousin Margaret Parker one of the most beautiful of Evanescent beings—I have long forgotten the verses—but it would be difficult for me to forget her—Her dark eyes—her long eye-lashes!—her completely Greek cast of face and figure! … I do not recollect scarcely anything equal to the transparent beauty of my cousin—or to the sweetness of her temper—during the short period of our intimacy—she looked as though she had been made out of a rainbow—all beauty and peace.”38

Nottingham, then, was the setting for Byron’s first experiences of sacred and profane love: the torment of living with May Gray, with its alternation of sexual games, guilt, humiliation, and probable physical abuse, and his idealized love for the undefiled beauty of Margaret Parker.

Now he was buffeted between two other poles of joy and suffering: the rapture he experienced in his cousin’s presence and his agony during the twelve hours of night that he and Margaret must be apart. Living for the bliss of reunion with the beloved, Byron would scarcely have focused on the upheavals racking the city of Nottingham that summer. The rising price of bread combined with the depressed wages of the weavers ignited two days of rioting at the end of August. Starving mobs raided granaries and bakeries. Their number and frenzy were such that the locally raised militia could do nothing to quell the rioters; they may have been reluctant to fire on their fellow citizens. It took thunderstorms of extraordinary violence to disperse the crowds.

Catherine Byron, if not her son, was happy to leave the city. Byron unenthusiastically returned to Dulwich, to brood about Margaret, while his mother, in London, tried to chivy Hanson into settling her financial affairs; she wanted to know what could be done to make Newstead a paying and livable property.

That past January she had had her first audience with Lord Carlisle, which seems to have been an uneventful discussion of his ward’s future. In October, however, reports of her behavior from Hanson and Dr. Glennie, including an account of the French dancing master’s visit to the school, produced an outraged summons to Grosvenor House. A stormy scene took place, following which Catherine was forbidden to see her son. His guardian was a powerful man. Carlisle now informed Glennie, “I can have nothing more to do with Mrs. Byron—you must now manage her as best you can.”39

Once again, Byron spent the Christmas holidays in London with the Hansons, but this year his mother stayed in Nottingham; it was preferable to attend the theater alone there than to be snubbed by her son, his guardian, and his lawyer.

Hanson, meanwhile, had secured Carlisle’s agreement that it was time for a proper public school to take over Byron’s education. Although Carlisle was an Etonian, Hanson’s son Hargreaves was at Harrow, and the lawyer’s acquaintance with the head, Dr. Joseph Drury, would help persuade him that Byron’s erratic schooling should be no obstacle to admission. Following a second audience with Carlisle, the decision was made. Dr. Glennie was asked to make a special effort to prepare the boy for the Harrow spring term, which began after Easter.

Moping over his beloved Margaret, Byron was no more assiduous a scholar than before. But now the boredom of Dulwich was tempered by the knowledge that it would not be for long: “I am going to leave this damned place at Easter and am going to Harrow,” Byron loftily wrote to his cousin, George Anson Byron, in February.40

“To Harrow he went,” Glennie reported, “as little prepared as it is natural to suppose from two years of elementary instruction, thwarted by every art that could estrange the mind of youth from preceptor, from school, and from all serious study.”41
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