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What I think of
myself is, that I am so changeable, being everything by turns and
nothing long – I am such a strange mélange of good and evil, that
it would be difficult to describe me.

- Byron quoted
by Lady Blessington in The Idler in Italy (1839)


 


Forward

Byron was a
mass of contradictions; but his life was basically focussed on two
things – poetry and sex. Assaulted as an infant by a paedophile
nurse, he was introduced to sex at a very early age – but, perhaps
unusually, was much more affected by her severe Calvinist
Christianity than by her predatory caresses. Later, he was
rampantly indiscriminate in his enjoyment of young women, from
servants to duchesses, from prostitutes to society virgins, his
taste ranging from the conventional to incest and pederasty. He was
so familiar, while still in his late teens, with the brothels of
London, and so expert in his understanding of the young women
employed in them, that one brothel-owner seriously offered to sell
him her brothel, on the grounds that she believed her could make it
the most successful in the city.

At the same
time he began early to express his personality in verse, and wrote,
while still only 23, a poem which swept England and made him famous
overnight – later he was to write a masterpiece in the same genre,
Don Juan, still unparalleled in English literature. He also left a
store of letters which, when they were published, showed him to be
one of the best two or three letter-writers in the language.

As to the
contradictions – he was sensual yet in some ways prudish,
coarse-mouthed yet a master of wit and elegant language, an
enthusiastic friend of the Tories yet a man of leftish, liberal
attitudes which made him a favourite of the Whigs. He had
innumerable one-night stands, a number of individual mistresses
(including his half-sister), a spectacularly unsatisfactory
marriage – yet in the end settled down almost domestically with his
last mistress. His sexual appetite was certainly prodigious – he
had over 200 women in Venice in two years, plus his two ‘official’
mistresses, and without boasting asserted that he habitually made
love ‘one to three times a day, with occasionally an extra or
two’.

Always a man of
the left – from supporting the Nottinghamshire weavers in speeches
in the House of Lords, to actually setting out for the Greek War of
Independence. He was open-hearted, charitable, amusing and lovable;
servants and friends alike adored him. I hope that in this short
account I have to some extent shown why.
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If Byron was
handsome, witty, radical, a brilliant conversationalist, and at his
best also a brilliant person, it is also true that he was cruel,
petty, amoral, quick-tempered and proud. Some of these latter
traits may well have been hereditary, although the family’s
eccentricities did not really develop until relatively late in its
history.

The first
recorded ancestor of Byron’s was Radulfus de Burun, who appears in
Domesday Book, and the family home, Newstead Abbey in
Nottinghamshire was associated with the Byrons after the
dissolution of the monasteries in the 16th century. King Henry VIII
sold ‘all the house and site, ground and soil, of the late
Monastery or Priory of Newstede within the Forest of Sherewood in
our said county of Nottingham’ to Sir John Byron, for a nominal
£810 (equivalent to about £300,000 in 2013). A later Sir John
Byron, a general of King Charles I, was created Baron Byron of
Rochdale in 1643, and the family lost most of its property during
the ensuing Civil War.

It was the
fifth Lord Byron, born in 1722, who killed a neighbour, William
Chaworth, in a duel, and spent huge sums of money on various
extravagances such as the mounting of a naval battle in the moat at
Newstead. He became known as ‘the Wicked Lord Byron’; his son, the
poet’s grandfather, earned the name ‘Foulweather Jack’ from the
crews he commanded as an officer in the Navy, ending his career as
an Admiral. Various scandals were attached to his name – some
invented, some (like his elopement with his first cousin) true. His
son John, born at Plymouth in 1756, lived a more openly scandalous
life, becoming a profligate gambler, seducing the beautiful and
rich wife of Lord Carmarthen and provoking a notorious divorce
case. The divorce granted, Captain Byron (he had bought a
commission in the Guards) married his mistress and took her off to
France, where they lived for the six years of their marriage,
producing three children – the only survivor of whom was Augusta,
born in 1783.

Finding himself
penniless after his wife’s death (her income ceased with her), the
Captain set off for England in search of another heiress. Wisely,
he went to Bath, where all the most fashionable families spent the
season. This was the great age of the spa or watering-place, and at
Bath (as at Tunbridge Wells or Harrogate) not only aristocrats but
rich upper middle class families were greeted, if they were very
rich, by a peal of church bells. We do not know whether the
twenty-year-old Scottish heiress Catherine Gordon was welcomed by
bells, but – learning that she possessed a fortune of £200,000 (not
far short of fourteen million pounds in terms of the early
twenty-first century) – she was certainly welcomed by Captain
Byron, who, unscrupulous, elegant and dashing, wooed and won her.
They were married on 13 May 1785.

Captain Jack,
as he was known, would certainly have been unlikely to marry
Catherine for her beauty. She was as personally unattractive as he
was personally charming. She was vulgar, plump and plain, an
illiterate gossip with a passionate temper and a coarse tongue. She
was in fact a descendant of King James I of Scotland, but her
family, of Gight, thirty miles north of Aberdeen, had a record of
violence and lawlessness dating from the sixteenth century, and
almost unparalleled even in the Scotland of that time. One of her
few virtues was a genuine love for her husband; but it was a virtue
which ruined her, for by 1786 Captain Jack had spent the £3000 (say
£140,000) which his wife had in hand, and had mortgaged her estate
for a further £8000 (£553,000). A year later he had to sell Gight
to pay his debts; but even so was chased around the country by
bailiffs, and forced less than a year after his marriage to take
refuge in Paris. This was not a comfortable place to be – social
unrest was beginning to make itself felt – and when Catherine fell
pregnant, she insisted on returning to London to have her
child.

That child was
born in London on 22 January 1788 in a furnished back room at 16
Holles Street, a lane which connected Oxford Street with Cavendish
Square. It was a boy, and at Marylebone Parish Church on 29
February he was christened George Gordon Byron. It seems that
Captain Jack had by then returned discreetly to England (he was not
at his son’s christening), and the family managed to escape their
creditors for a year, after which Mrs Byron left London and
travelled north to Aberdeen, where she prepared to live on £150 a
year (say, £14,500) - the income from the remains of the capital
raised by the sale of Gight. Captain Jack followed her, and they
settled in cramped rooms in Queen Street. The couple found it
impossible to tolerate each other at close quarters, and the
presence of a squalling baby was no help; Captain Jack took a room
several houses away in Queen Street, from which he regularly
descended on his wife to borrow money. He found the life
insupportable, and in September 1790 disappeared to France, taking
with him every penny in cash he could find (which, Catherine’s
monthly allowance having arrived, was considerable).

Captain Jack
had a sister, a Mrs Leigh, living in Valenciennes, and he joined
her there and lived the life he loved. He unkindly wrote to
Catherine boasting that he had had at least one-third of all the
women in the town, including the buxom barmaid at his local inn,
L’Aigle Rouge, who he had used to pass an hour one afternoon when
it had been raining too hard to go out. In reply, Catherine asked
desperately for the loan of thirty or forty pounds, for she was
destitute. Captain Jack, of course, did not respond. It is
surprising that when, in August 1791, she heard of her husband’s
sudden death she wept and wailed so loudly that she could be heard
in the street. His charm had outweighed, for her, all his faults:
‘notwithstanding all his foibles’, she wrote his sister, ‘I ever
sincerely loved him.’

Their son was
too young to remember in detail those earliest years of his life;
yet in the way of infants he seems to have been affected by the
atmosphere – the poverty, the continual rows between his parents,
his mother’s incessant bad temper; he ‘had very early a horror of
matrimony, from the sight of domestic brawls.’ But one should
remember that Catherine, whatever her failings, loved her son in
her own fashion – and was particularly concerned about his one
physical ailment: he had been born with a deformed left foot.
Whether this was a club foot, dysplasia (a failure of the bones to
form properly) or as has been more recently suggested a consequence
of poliomyelitis) has been a matter for conjecture ever since his
death, and it is unlikely that the matter will ever be resolved.
Unfortunately, Catherine Byron was determined to remedy the defect,
and made matters worse by consulting doctors who screwed his leg up
painfully in a wooden machine and recommended corrective footwear
which deformed the limb even further.

The
psychological effect of this defect haunted Byron for the whole of
his life, and the torture began early. One of his earliest memories
was of being take for a walk by his nurse, and meeting another
nurse who remarked, ‘What a pretty boy Byron is! What a pity he has
such a leg.’ The four-year-old struck out at her with his toy whip,
shouting: ‘Dinna speak of it!’ But other children of course spoke
of it a year later, when he was sent to his first school – a small
mixed school very near his home in Broad Street – almost a slum
school, but with one or two sympathetic teachers. The child learned
to read easily and early. Later, he claimed that even at that early
age he despised the usual children’s books of adventure, preferring
the Arabian Nights, Don Quixote, Smollett’s Roderick Random and the
Bible. It is difficult to imagine a five-year-old, however
advanced, immersing himself in Cervantes and Smollett; but he
certainly seems to have acquired a very early knowledge of the
Bible. Thirty years later he confounded an ecclesiastical bore by
the readiness with which he could quote from the Scriptures.

This was partly
due to the influence of a severe Calvinist nurse who drummed the
Old Testament into him with such ferocity that it affected his
whole approach to religion; he became fascinated by the idea of
predestination, and the idea that he was doomed, personally, to
some unpleasant death haunted him for most of his life. For some
reason he particularly associated himself with the personality of
Cain, the first murderer – that

life abhorring
Gloom

Wrote on his
faded brow curst Cain’s unresting doom

as he wrote in
Childe Harold. But in many respects his life was that of a normal,
cheerful schoolboy. He left the infant school for Aberdeen Grammar
School, where he was said not to be over-addicted to study. He
joined in school games, swam in the estuary of the Dee, and when he
was eight fell in love with a young distant cousin, Mary Duff. It
was the first of many passionate affairs, and a very real one.
Years later he wrote in his diary: ‘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 . . . 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.’

But now came
the first important development of his external life. In 1793,
Catherine Byron had learned that the young grandson of the Wicked
Lord had been killed in Corsica, and that consequently her son was
now the heir presumptive to the title. On 21 May 1798 the old Lord
Byron died, and the ten-year-old boy became the sixth Baron Byron
of Rochdale – so embarrassed when his new title was spoken at
school roll-call that he burst into tears, and had to be sent home.
The respectful attitude of his schoolmaster, however, ‘gave him at
once high notions of his new dignity’.

Mrs Byron, of
course, was delighted, and lost no time in claiming her son’s – and
her own – rights. By August she had sold her furniture and left
Scotland for Newstead. What she found there was less rewarding than
she may have hoped: the old lord had died deep in debt, and the
abbey was almost in ruins and virtually bare of furniture, most of
which had been seized by creditors. The outhouses were roofless,
and cattle were stabled in the entrance hall. But, indefatigable,
Mrs Byron moved in; and her attorney, John Hanson, started trying
to clear up the financial mess.

One he had got
used to it, Byron was not afflicted by the use of his new title –
indeed, he quickly learned to enjoy it. Hanson recommended his
being sent to school at Dulwich to be prepared for Harrow – the
solicitor had managed to secure a Government grant for his
education. The boy does not appear to have paid undue attention to
lessons, and was quite unprepared for life at a major public
school. When he arrived there in April of 1801, the nature of the
work demanded of him was something of a shock.

To be fair to
the boy, he had had distractions which had interfered with what
school work he had been given up to then: his mother had
continually moved him from school to school – and from doctor to
doctor, for new, ineffective and always painful treatment to his
leg. There was also the disturbing behaviour of May Gray, who his
mother had chosen as his nurse when he was ten.

She was
entirely disreputable, and it is surprising that Mrs Byron did not
become aware that at the public houses of Aberdeen she picked up
men and brought them back to the house, where she enjoyed their
attentions in a bed next to the boy’s. Worse, as Byron confessed to
John Hanson (who he had come to trust), she would first beat the
boy severely and then ‘comfort’ him by taking him into her bed and
playing sexual games with him. This explains Byron’s comment, in a
notebook years later, that ‘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.’

As soon as the
boy had revealed the truth to Hanson, Gray was sent packing; but
the damage had been done – though the incident obviously did not
instil a distaste for sex, and did not deter him from another
romantic affair. In the summer vacation of 1800, when he joined his
mother at Newstead, he fell in love with another cousin, the
dark-eyed Margaret Parker. He spent happily sleepless nights, lost
his appetite, lived only for their next meeting – in fact enjoyed
all the painful pleasures of an adolescent affair (though at a much
earlier age than most boys). The contrast between the sexual
adventures with Gray and the idealised love for Margaret is seen in
the rest of Byron’s life in his platonic love for young boys and
girls, contrasted with his pursuit of ‘fine animals’ such as the
women he enjoyed many years later in Venice.

Margaret, he
said, provoked his ‘first dash into poetry’; but he spent no time
with poetry in the rough and tumble of school life at Harrow. He
did not pull rank there, and his fellows learned to regard him as
‘a good sort of fellow’, prepared to fight a good deal, as one was
expected to. He used regularly to beat up one of his friends in
order to teach him to fight others ‘when necessary as a point of
honour and stature’, and is said himself to have won six out of
seven successive battles. No doubt his activities in that direction
nurtured the taste for boxing which resulted in many friendships,
later, with the pugilists of the time (he covered a screen with
newspaper cuttings and engravings of them and their matches).

As to lessons:
his quick wit carried him through them without too much difficulty,
and he gradually began to settle down to become a little more
thoughtful, and even – perhaps seated on his favourite tomb in
Harrow churchyard – to write poetry.

His feelings
for little Mary Duff and for Margaret Parker had been genuine and
strong (abnormally strong for a boy of his age); but his first
serious romance came when he was fifteen, and staying again at
Newstead. One day he rode over to visit neighbours at Annesley
Hall, where he met the daughter of the house, Mary Chaworth (by
coincidence the descendant of the Wicked Lord’s victim). She was
eighteen, beautiful
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