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INTRODUCTION

Ada Byron Lovelace has only recently been receiving the recogni-

tion she earned nearly two hundred years ago. Brilliant, mercurial,
and ambitious, she was born in an era that considered women’s minds
unequipped for serious thought. That wasn’t the only barrier she had
to overcome. Almost from birth, her mother set out to mold and then
to control her. Ada seized her independence but was tormented
by chronic ill health.
Yet she thought she possessed singular qualities of genius and
aspired to outshine her famous poet father, Lord Byron. She knew
she was an intuitive “discoverer of the hidden realities of nature,”
with “immense reasoning faculties” driving her toward an uncharted
destiny.
She and the mathematician and inventor Charles Babbage formed
a collaboration that was a kind of alchemy. Her energy, boldness,
“Fairy” magic — he called her an “Enchantress”— pushed him to

A portrait of Ada Lovelace, age twenty
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develop his “Analytical Engine,” an early mechanical computer. Then
she explained the invention to the world. But the world wasn’t ready
to imagine what Ada imagined — computers that would process
information by themselves.
She seems to have realized, as Babbage did, that their work would
be appreciated only by future generations. She wrote him:

You know I am by nature a bit of a philosopher, & a very great
speculator, — so that I look on through a very immeasurable
vista, and though I see nothing but vague & cloudy uncertainty
in the foreground of our being, yet I fancy I discern a very bright
light a good way further on, and this makes me care much less
about the cloudiness & indistinctness which is near. — Am I too
imaginative for you? I think not.
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Part One
1816–1824

Chapter 1

Born into Scandal

Augusta Ada Byron was only a month old on January 15, 1816, when

her mother, Anne Isabella Byron, snatched her from her cradle and
fled London.
Lady Byron and her husband, George Gordon, Lord Byron, had
been married just a year. During their months together, he was rarely
tender — mocking her, howling that marriage had destroyed him,
proclaiming his love for his half sister, confessing his past misdeeds,
and recounting the madness that ran in his family. Often, he drank
until he passed out.
Lord Byron was drunk the night Lady Byron told him she was
leaving him in the morning and would take Ada with her.
He languidly asked, “When shall we three meet again?”
She answered, “In Heaven,” and ran from the room.
* * *

Titled, handsome, reckless, and irresistible, Lord Byron was Europe’s
first pop superstar. He had become famous overnight with the publication of Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage, a bold novel in verse about the
travels of a hero resembling himself who searches for meaning in
nature as the world of men disappoints him.

There is a pleasure in the pathless woods,
There is a rapture on the lonely shore,
There is society where none intrudes,
By the deep Sea, and music in its roar:
I love not Man the less, but Nature more,
From these our interviews, in which I steal
From all I may be, or have been before,
To mingle with the Universe, and feel
What I can ne’er express, yet cannot all conceal.
The poem’s beauty and romantic intensity, combined with its
hints of autobiography, created a cult of Byron. Men practiced his
scowl before their mirrors. Women threw themselves at him, and he
responded with gusto. One lover called him “mad, bad, and dangerous to know.”
Byron’s future wife, Anne Isabella Noel, called Annabella, was an
only child born to older parents who cherished her intelligence and
had her tutored from the age of fourteen in literature, philosophy,
astronomy, and especially mathematics. Annabella was also known
to be a prim, religious woman with strict morals. So it struck others
as odd that she married Lord Byron. She had known he was wild;
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everyone did. A sharp-tongued grande dame took note of their
engagement with this remark: “How wonderful of that sensible, cautious Prig of a girl to venture upon such a Heap of Poems, Crimes &
Rivals.” Annabella, however, was not really behaving out of character;
she believed she could tame Lord Byron if they married.
Lord Byron did seem to be taken by the young woman’s intelligence (if not by her priggishness), and he also seemed taken by her
family’s wealth. She was in line to inherit a fortune, and Lord Byron
hoped it would restore his finances. He was a spendthrift, like his
father before him. His careless extravagance meant he was chronically in debt. He and Annabella were married in January 1815. The
inheritance was delayed, and there was no telling when it might come
to Lady Byron.
The newlyweds had both made an awful mistake.
Lady Byron left, as she had said she would, in the morning. It was
now up to her alone to raise the child of her bitter union.
Annabella had written out a perceptive analysis of Byron, noting
his “habitual passion for excitement, which is always found in ardent
temperaments.” She added, “an Ennui of a monotonous existence . . .
makes [him] seem to act from bad motives when in fact [he is] only
flying from internal suffering. . . . Drinking, Gaming &c. are all of the
same origin.” (She noted later that her reflections about his character
were “written under a delusive feeling in its favor.”) Should hints of
these manias appear in Ada, Lady Byron was determined to suppress
them. Ada would not even be told who her father was; the child could
not be allowed to form any attachment to him.
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It wasn’t easy for a woman to obtain
a separation during that era, and
custody of a child usually went
to the father in a separation or
divorce.
But rumors had
already been circulating
through London society
that Byron engaged in
homosexual acts (then
a capital crime) and
that he had fathered
a child by his half sister. These allegations
ensured that custody of
Ada would almost certainly go to Lady Byron.
Lady Byron’s lawyer
arranged for Ada to be given
over to her mother but as a ward of
Anne Isabella Noel, Lady Byron,
the chancery, the ancient court that
shown here as a prim young woman
oversaw estates. Lord Byron was
insulted by this stipulation because it implied that he would try to
take forcible possession of his child. He said he had no intention of
doing so, but Lady Byron cultivated her role as victim and martyr
by insisting that he did. Her great willpower and her desire to be
viewed as a paragon of virtue made her a formidable figure, even
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in her early twenties. She was fashioning a
career out of having suffered at Lord
Byron’s hands, while at the same
time clinging to the aura of his
fame.
Newspapers printed
more stories of the
“Byron Separation” than
of any celebrity event
in British history. It
was the talk of Europe,
and made the infant
Ada an object of fascination that would last
for the rest of her life.
Upon arrival at her
parents’ country estate at
Kirkby Mallory, Lady Byron
and Ada were welcomed with
agitation and excitement, according to a resident of the Kirkby George Gordon, Lord Byron, was an English
Romantic poet who enjoyed cultivating his
parsonage, where they had been
reputation for wit, recklessness, and cruelty.
following the drama in the press.
What people likely didn’t know at the time was that, in the carriage on the way there, her tiny daughter asleep at her side, Lady
Byron admitted to herself that she was not a natural mother and had
no patience for infant care.
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Chapter 2

Mother and Child
with Governesses

Despite her admission of maternal limitations, Lady Byron was

loath to delegate Ada’s care entirely to others. Yet whenever the
nanny left her alone with Lady Byron, the child began to shriek. This
may have been the result of Annabella’s lancing her gums. “Ada has
cut two more teeth with my assistance . . . and the Nurse is shocked
at my Want of Mercy,” she wrote, with want of mercy. Lady Byron
was irked in turn by nurse Grimes’s “selfish way of assuming an
authority directly opposite to my wishes, and by the cruel manner in
which she has treated every attempt of mine to regulate the Child’s
temper.” (She always referred to Ada as “the Child.”)
When Ada caught chicken pox, it was Nanny Grimes who stayed
up night after night to nurse the child.
Ada naturally grew quite attached to her nanny, much to Lady
Byron’s irritation. Refusing to tolerate anyone else’s strong influence
on Ada, she finally had Grimes dismissed.

Ada adapted to her mother’s behavior and eventually got over
screaming whenever she appeared. The little girl then began looking for ways to win Lady Byron’s approval instead. By the time she
was two, she was mimicking her mother. The little parrot absorbed
the lesson that the sure way to avoid offending Lady Byron was to
copy her exactly. Lady Byron proudly reported this behavior to
friends. When chastised, Ada sometimes flung herself on the floor,
cried for a few minutes, then sprang up, saying, “Wipe away her
tears . . . I good.” Her exuberance made her charmingly impetuous.
When first shown the sea, she exclaimed, “Throw me in!”
As soon as Ada could read, she was assigned Duties of Children to
Their Parents.
For a while, Lord Byron hoped for a reconciliation and sent letters asking for news of his baby. Once he enclosed a poem including
the poignant lines

When our child’s first accents flow,
Wilt thou teach her to say ‘Father!’
Though his care she must forego?
He confided in his publisher: “I have a great love for little Ada,
and I look forward to her as the pillar of my old age, should I ever
reach that . . . which I hope not.”
In November 1816, just one month shy of Ada’s first birthday,
the third canto of Childe Harold’s Pilgrimage, his serially published
masterpiece, appeared. In it, he publicly expressed his longing to see
his child with the lines
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Is thy face like thy mother’s, my fair child!
Ada! sole daughter of my house and heart?
When last I saw thy young blue eyes they smiled,
And then we parted,— not as now we part,
But with a hope.—
Awaking with a start,
The waters heave around me; and on high
The winds lift their voices: I depart,
Whither I know not.
The poem was composed aboard a ship. The relentless gossip had
driven Lord Byron from England. “My name has been completely
blasted as if it were branded on my forehead,” he wrote Annabella.
He left London for Dover in a gilded coach copied after Napoleon’s,
pursued by agents of the many people to whom he owed money,
including the coach maker, and sailed across the English Channel to
Ostend, Belgium.
There was no hope of reconciliation. Lady Byron was adamant
about excluding Lord Byron from their lives. A green cloth curtain
hung over the mantel in the Kirkby drawing room. Ada was told
never, ever to peek behind it, and servants hovered to enforce the
rule. They knew what she did not — the green curtain concealed a
portrait of Lord Byron. Lady Noel had sold some of her jewels to buy
it in 1815.
Lady Byron threw herself into the role of separated and wronged
wife. Henceforth, she would perform charitable acts that displayed
her religious zeal, and she would instill morals and reason in her child.
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The hidden portrait of Lord Byron in Albanian dress.
Ada was forbidden to look at it until she was twenty-one.
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She resolved that her child’s upbringing should be governed by a
“rational order of education from the cradle” and drew up a program
that would keep Ada’s mind busy all day and free herself to pursue
her interests. Lady Byron’s own education had made her an intellectually confident young woman who knew she could supervise Ada’s
training in certain subjects. To her old tutor, Dr. William Frend, she
wrote, “My daughter is a happy and intelligent child, just beginning
to learn her letters — I have given her this occupation, not so much
for the sake of early acquirement, as to fix her attention, which from
the activity of her imagination is rather difficult.”
When Ada was five, her mother wrote, “I have engaged a person to
teach the elementary part of a few things which can now be commenced, during the next 3 months — as it is my object to avoid that
permanent evil called a Governess — & by means of occasional assistance, and my own exertions, I hope to educate Ada sufficiently.”
On the recommendation of a professional educator, she hired a
tutor, Miss Lamont, who kept a daily log of Ada’s progress in the
schoolroom. The lessons began on May 14, 1821.
Lady Byron left detailed instructions: “Be most careful always to
speak the truth to her. . . . Take care not to tell her any nonsensical stories that will put fancies into her head.” Furthermore, there
was a rigid daily lesson schedule: music, 10; French conversation,
10:45; arithmetic, 11:30; needlework, 1:30; music, 2:45; French exercises, 4:30. Ada was also taught to sew (and years later made her own
petticoats).
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Ada could already add complicated sums and read well, knew
rudimentary geography, and could draw parallel lines and explain
the terms perpendicular and horizontal. Her memory was unusually acute. Miss Lamont was clearly startled by her charge’s welldeveloped sense of right and wrong: “At night she cannot go to rest
without having examined herself, whether through the day she has
committed any wrong act! — Her sensibility is easily worked upon.”
Still, little Ada was “brim full of life, spirit, and animation and is most
completely happy.”
Ada was not to leave the schoolroom until the governess had
come in to grade her exercises. Even when she started on geometry,
which she adored, it was hard to sit still, to not toy with some object at
hand, to not tease her cat, Mrs. Puff. To combat Ada’s chronic fidgeting, Lady Byron set up a system of rewards and punishments to keep
her on track. If Ada completed her lessons and they were correct, she
got a ticket of excellence. A dozen tickets could be exchanged for a
book she wanted, sometimes even a novel. But if her work wasn’t
satisfactory, Miss Lamont took the tickets back and she had to start
over again. When Ada drummed her fingers, bags were tied over her
hands. If she squirmed, she sat in the corner for an afternoon, lay on
her back on a board meant to improve posture, or, worst of all, was
put in a dark closet.
On Sundays, Ada was allowed to make things out of wooden
blocks by following the models of the blocks’ designer, who was a
Swiss educator and philanthropist Lady Byron admired. Blocks were
an unconventional toy for a girl during that era, but Lady Byron was
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no ordinary mother. The appeal of the Swiss blocks lay in their having a program for their use. Ada’s inclination was to be more original. When lessons were over, she constructed fanciful towers and
bridges instead of the plain boxes prescribed and modeled. Lady
Byron allowed it.
At pains to please her mother, whenever Ada’s mind wandered
or she made mistakes, she begged forgiveness. Once she drew up a
table of her lessons with two columns, labeled “G” for good and “B”
for bad.
In one of her obligatory letters to her mother, who was again
away, she wrote penitently that she deeply regretted her bad work
and promised to improve her character.

I want to please Mamma very much, that she & I may be happy
together. . . . I was rather foolish in saying that I did not like
arithmetic & to learn figures, when I did — I was not thinking
quite what I was about. The sums can be done better, if I tried,
than they are. The lying down might be done better, & I might
lay quite still & never move.
Despite Miss Lamont’s best efforts, she was sent packing after a few
months. As Lady Byron explained to the educator who had recommended her, “Miss Lamont appears quite unable to gain the necessary ascendancy over so masterly a mind as Ada’s. . . . [She] seems
quite overpowered . . . in circumstances which demand prompt decision.” She ended chillingly, “The only motive to be inculcated with a
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character like Ada’s is a sense of duty, combined with the hope of
approbation from those she loves.”
The experience had clarified for Lady Byron the conditions that
she believed were necessary for Ada’s education to succeed.
The two were sometimes locked in combat, but were still joined
together in the most primary of human relationships, that of mother
and child. Lady Byron believed she was raising her child in a superior
manner, and in many ways, she was. Ada was getting a far more rigorous education than other girls at that time. On the other hand, Ada
neither received nor learned much emotional nurturing.
Ada could count only on her old grandmother, Judith, Lady
Noel, for kisses, hugs, and kindness. Lady Noel and her husband,
Sir Ralph Milbanke, 6th Baronet and a member of Parliament, were
opponents of slavery and supporters of relief for the poor. Lady
Noel was a little afraid of her daughter, so refrained from challenging Lady Byron’s stringent child-raising policies, compensating for
them instead with expressions of affection. She told Lady Byron,
“the passion She has taken for me is extreme, and she is always very
good . . . and quite obedient to Gran-mama, who I assure you does
not spoil her.”
In another letter, Lady Noel gently encouraged her often-absent
daughter to cultivate Ada’s affections herself — Annabella composed
a poem around that time, entitled “On a Mother Being Told She Is
an Unnatural One.” She wrote to a friend, “Ada loves me as well as
I wish, and better than I expected, for I had a strange prepossession
that she would never be fond of me.”
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Lady Noel died when Ada was six, a terrible loss for the little girl.
It must have seemed almost unbearable when afterward Lady Byron
told Ada they were leaving Kirkby Hall, the only home Ada had
known. They went to live in the first of a series of grim, rented country houses with little in them that was familiar, inviting, or homelike. Lady Byron took no interest in decoration, gardens, or fashion,
judging all of it frivolous. In these unfamiliar surroundings, Ada was
forbidden to speak to estate workers or villagers, lest one of them be
an agent of Lord Byron.
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Chapter 3

She Has a Father

At age seven, Ada began to suffer terrible headaches, severe enough

to interfere with her vision. Her mother, a confirmed hypochondriac,
had a squadron of doctors on call and one of them diagnosed Ada
with a “fullness of the vessels of the head” or possibly migraines. The
doctor concluded that her rigorous lessons were putting too great a
strain on her. Until she recovered, she was to lie all day in the dark.
Lady Byron was also instructed to apply leeches to Ada’s head, and
she sometimes left them in place for nearly a week. It was a common
cure, and one Lady Byron used on herself with particular relish. Ada
endured it. In time, she got better.
It was Lady Byron who wished to be seen as chronically ill. Time
after time, she told Ada she might die. Sometimes her cures at various
spas lasted for months. During these absences, Ada was made to kiss
her mother’s portrait every day in the presence of a witness. It is little

wonder then that Ada clung to her most constant companion: her
cat, Mrs. Puff.
Although she ran afoul of Lady Byron with some regularity,
Ada’s “prevailing characteristic” managed to be “Cheerfulness — a
disposition to enjoyment.” She was a resilient little girl who was
quick to learn and enjoyed it immensely. When rebuked, she bounced
right back. Ada’s intelligent, vivacious, curious, eager, and exploring
nature was unimpaired. Her large, dancing eyes reminded people of
her father’s (although they knew not to tell her so), and her dark hair
curled becomingly around her face. She was versatile, too, talented at
drawing, music, languages, logic, and mechanics.
Lord Byron remained curious about his only child born of a marriage.
In 1823, he wrote to his half sister Augusta Maria Leigh, from Greece,
where he had gone to fight with Greek people in their quest for independence from the Ottoman Empire, to ask that she obtain from
Lady Byron some “account of Ada’s disposition — habit, studies . . .
temper . . . personal appearance. . . . Is the girl imaginative? . . . Is she
social or solitary? . . . Is she passionate? I hope that the Gods have
made her any thing save poetical — it is enough to have one such fool
in a family.”
Ada was also unaware that Lord Byron had repeatedly begged
Lady Byron, through intermediaries, for a portrait of her. In 1824,
Annabella produced a detailed description of Ada and sent it along
with a silhouette. Byron proudly showed it off to his companions at
a garrison in Greece.
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A miniature portrait of Ada, age five, during her schoolroom years

The following April, he was dead, not by a battle wound but of
illness aggravated by bloodletting and unsterile medical instruments.
Masses of people in Europe and America plunged into deep
mourning. Byron had been considered the greatest poet alive.
Eminent writers, when asked to comment, were too distressed to
pick up their pens. In England, the shock and grief was felt in every
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part of society. One would have to have been living in a cave not to
be aware of his art and notorious escapades and feel the enormity of
his loss.
His own daughter, however, had never even heard his name. She
knew that other children had fathers and that she did not, but why
not? She did have a grandfather, so one day when she was seven or
eight, she had blurted out what was for her a logical question, asking:
“if Grandpapa & Papa were the same.” Lady Byron delivered a scolding so severe that Ada was numbed by it. She was left with “a feeling
of dread toward her mother that continued till the day of her death,”
according to her friend Woronzow Greig.
When Lady Byron told Ada that her father was dead, Ada was
doubly stunned: The father she had longed for was real but already
dead? The hard shell enclosing her childhood was finally cracked.
Fixing her eyes, so like his, on her mother, Ada began to weep. Lady
Byron, self-centered as ever, reported to a friend that Ada must
surely have wept out of sympathy for her. After all, how could a child
cry for a father she hadn’t known?
Lord Byron’s body was returned to London, where the news of
his death had arrived earlier “like an earthquake,” as the press put
it. While his body lay in state, thousands of Londoners came to pay
their respects. Meanwhile, a debate raged over whether or not to
inter him in Westminster Abbey in the corner reserved for poets.
Church elders vetoed that. It was decided to bury him at his family’s
residence.
When the hearse and forty-seven carriages departed London
for Newstead Abbey, the Byron estate in Nottingham, mourners
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lined the streets. Crowds of local residents wearing mourning dress
greeted the hearse when it arrived at five in the morning and followed its progress along flower-strewn roads all the way to the
church funeral at Hucknall.
Ada was told only that her father had been an eminent poet yet a
wicked man. It would be years before she saw the verses Byron had
written about her:

Ada! sole daughter of my house and heart?
When last I saw thy young blue eyes they smiled.
Knowing at last that she had had a father seemed to change Ada.
She began to slip her bonds, little by little, and come into her own in
thought and feeling. She challenged her mother’s unyielding rectitude, pointing out the flawed logic of Lady Byron’s incentive system
and arguing very sensibly that virtue should be its own reward.
“I should wish that . . . you do not give me a reward because I
think the reward of your being pleased with me sufficient besides
when you do that I don’t do the good thing because I know I ought to
do it but because I want to obtain the reward, and not because I know
it to be right, and if I was encouraged in this, when I was grown
up . . . I should never do any good without I had a reward.”
This was an early appearance of what Lady Byron called Ada’s
“conversational litigation.” (Over her long life, Lady Byron herself
was quick to file a lawsuit against anyone she thought had crossed
her. And she disliked being contradicted by her daughter.)
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