
CHAPTER ONE

Lord Byron’s Wicked Ways

Ada Augusta Byron was born on the 10th December 1815. She never knew her father – the ‘mad, bad, and dangerous to know’ Lord Byron – because her parents separated when she was only a year old. They had been a very odd couple.

Lord Byron, with his long, dark curls, his fingers covered with rings, and his fierce energy was desperately attractive, despite having been born with a club foot that made him limp. Mothers covered their daughters’ eyes when they saw him approaching for they feared that a single glance at Byron was all that was needed to fall hopelessly in love with him. He was rumoured to have had lots of lovers.

He was a superb athlete, a great boxer and fencer, and he was famous for having dared to swim across the Hellespont (a five-mile stretch of choppy water that connects the Aegean Sea with the Sea of Marmara which is now called the Dardanelles). He was also England’s most famous Romantic poet; people queued to buy his latest books, which were all bestsellers.

Annabella, Lady Byron, in contrast, was extremely well-behaved. In fact her enemies (and she had a few) said she was prim and self-satisfied; her husband, before they were married, nicknamed her the ‘Princess of Parallelograms’ because she was so infuriatingly logical. To begin with, he admired her stern, unbending principles and her insistence on facts over fantasy. He even thought she might be a good influence on him. But he soon got tired of his wife’s reproving sermons – he had no intention of giving up his wicked ways.

Lord and Lady Byron parted on bad terms: Lady Byron swept up Ada, who was still a baby, and travelled to Kirkby Mallory in Leicestershire to live with her parents. Soon afterwards, Lord Byron sailed for the Continent, taking his beloved dog, a Newfoundland called Boatswain, with him as a companion. But the Byrons did not lose touch completely – they wrote letters to each other about Ada and how she should be educated.

At that time, girls like Ada with rich, aristocratic parents were usually taught at home, and were not expected to learn very much except drawing, dancing and playing the piano. But Ada’s mother wanted her daughter to be as unlike her father as it was possible to be, and she surrounded her with governesses and tutors who ensured that her life was strictly regimented from the moment she woke up until it was time for bed. Not a day went by in which Ada did not learn something. The only subject about which she was taught nothing at all was poetry, because her mother, after her experience with Lord Byron, thought that too much poetry was bad for the character.


EPILOGUE

In 1980, the first American computer software language was christened ‘Ada’ in her memory.


KEY DATES

1815 Ada Byron is born

1816 Ada’s parents Lord and Lady Byron separate

1824 Lord Byron dies in Greece and is buried in the family vault at Hucknall Torkard

1825 Ada’s mother takes her on a tour of Europe

1826 Ada and Lady Byron move to Bifrons, near Canterbury

1827 Ada tries to make a pair of wings

1831 Ada and her mother move to Fordhook, near Mortlake

1832 Lady Byron employs William, as a tutor for Ada

1833 Ada and William try, and fail, to elope together

1833 Ada visits Charles Babbage’s house and sees the Difference Engine for the first time

1835 Ada marries William King (later Earl of Lovelace)

1836 Ada sees the portrait of her father for the first time

1836 Ada gives birth to her first child, George

1841 Charles Babbage asks Ada to translate Luigi Menabrea’s work on the Analytical Engine from French to English

1843 Menabrea’s Sketch of the Analytical Engine is published in England

1850 Ada visits her father’s family home, Newstead Abbey, for the first time

1852 Ada dies and is buried next to her father at Hucknall Torkard


QUIZ

After you’ve finished the book, test yourself and see how well you remember what you’ve read.

 

1. What nickname did Lord Byron give Lady Byron?

a) Princess of Parallelograms

b) Princess Prim

c) Snot face

2. What subject was Ada not allowed to study?

a) Gymnastics, as Ada was so clumsy it was feared she might injure herself

b) Maths, Ada was hopeless at numbers

c) Poetry, as it was thought to be bad for the character

3. Where did Lord Byron write his poem ‘The Prisoner of Chillon’?

a) Castle Chillon near Lake Geneva

b) Castle Chillon, Yorkshire

c) Chillon fried chicken shop, London

4. What was Ada trying to invent with her ‘flyology’ idea?

a) A maths equation that would make objects fly

b) A human flying machine

c) A maths equation that would make flies think

5. What did Ada call her mother’s three unmarried friends who ‘loomed over everything she did’?

a) The Three Furies

b) The Three Witches

c) The Raving Loonies

6. Who was the young man employed to teach Ada shorthand and what was his secret?

a) Robert Short, a school teacher, who secretly wrote poetry under a false name

b) Jean-Paul Camembert, a Frenchman, who had a secret passion for black pudding

c) William Turner, a university student, who secretly, late at night, wrote poetry

7) What was the aim of Babbage’s ‘Difference Engine’?

a) To sort the good potatoes from the bad potatoes

b) To solve world hunger

c) To work out all the calculations that take human beings hours of toil

8) Why did Ada want to elope with her shorthand tutor?

a) She was in love with him

b) She wanted to escape from her trapped life

c) Ada got fed up with the greasy slabs of mutton served up at dinner

9) What was Dr King’s motto that Ada decided to live by after her failed elopement?

a) ‘Focus and self-discipline are the twin pillars of a fruitful and virtuous life’

b) ‘It wasn’t raining when Noah built the ark.’

c) ‘Reality is merely an illusion, albeit a very persistent one.’

10) What extraordinary acts of Mesmerism did Dr John Elliotson perform at London University Hospital?

a) He got pigs to fly

b) He stuck pins in the necks of two sisters without them feeling any pain

c) He got high society ladies to fart on stage under hypnosis

11) How did Ada describe Babbage’s Difference Engine?

a) Like the inside of a large clock

b) A futuristic abacus

c) Totally mind blowing

12) What rule did Babbage set the difference engine to follow for the demonstration?

a) To keep adding 2, and then, after 89 repetitions, minus 201

b) To keep adding 3, and then, after 89 repetitions, divide by 201

c) To keep adding 2, and then, after 89 repetitions, add 201

13) What delayed Babbage’s work on the next stage of his Difference Engine?

a) Not enough money

b) A potato peeler

c) He became ill

14) When searching for a suitable man for Ada what qualities did Lady Byron look for?

a) He had to be funny and kind

b) He had to be rich and intelligent

c) He had to be clean, tidy and a good cook

15) What did Ada once dress up as for a fancy dress ball?

a) A stick of maize, with a headdress of cornflowers and silver heads of corn

b) A carrot, in a dress of orange with a green feathery headdress

c) A man in a tuxedo with a moustache

16) What was it about Ada that shocked people at society parties?

a) Her outfits and her bad twitch which made her appear to be winking at strangers

b) Her dresses and her insistence on loudly discussing female rights

c) Her dresses and her insistence on loudly discussing algebra and the Analytical Engine

17) What was the name of the man Ada married?

a) Harry Lovelace, known as Hazza Bling

b) Charles Babbage

c) William Lovelace, known as Lord King

18) On Ada’s 21st birthday what was the gift from her father that was presented to her?

a) A copy of all his poems

b) A devastatingly handsome portrait of himself

c) A gold necklace

19) How did Babbage describe his next machine, the Analytical Engine?

a) As a giant steam-driven calculator

b) As a robot

c) As a mathematical wizard

20) What did Babbage ask Ada to help him with?

a) To paint a portrait of the Analytical Engine

b) A translation of an Italian description of the analytical engine to which she added her own commentary

c) To go fundraise for further work on the analytical machine

Answers:

1 a), 2 c), 3 a), 4 b), 5 a), 6 c), 7 c), 8 b), 9 a), 10 b), 11 a), 12 c), 13 a), 14 b), 15 a), 16 c), 17 c), 18 b), 19 a), 20 b)
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