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In the first of a new series, Jenny Rowe tells the story of the Countess 
Lovelace, who was born amidst scandal and abandoned by her father,  

yet soon became one of Britain’s finest scientific minds

Duke of Wellington and now houses  
an English Heritage museum. By contrast, 
Ada’s birthplace was used as offices  
for years, only recently becoming  
an 11-bedroom mansion home again,  
complete with an underground swimming 
pool and 85-foot ballroom, the blatant 
excess of which Lord Byron would  
surely have approved.

In the 19th century though, 139 
Piccadilly was, for all intents and purposes, 

the ideal home for the newly-wed 
aristocratic couple and little Augusta Ada, 
who had been named after Lord Byron’s 
half-sister, with whom he had previously 
been having an affair (though not 
illegal, incest was defamatory 
at the time). Annabella 
was wise to the affair 
and so always 
preferred to call  
her daughter Ada  
– and it stuck. 

Privately, cracks 
were already 
showing in the 
couple’s relationship 

when Ada arrived. Lord Byron, who has 
by various historians been posthumously 
diagnosed with anorexia, manic depression, 
bipolar and several addictions, including 
to sex, opiates and gambling, was far from 
a model husband. Though he had recently 
achieved fame for his poetry in Britain, 
he was under pressure from huge debts, 
rumour and scandal. He abandoned his 
baby daughter and wife in April 1816 
and escaped to mainland Europe, never 

to return. This left Ada 
under the astute and far 
more reliable wing of her 
23-year-old mother, who had 
by then inherited the title 

Baroness Wentworth and was both a keen 
mathematician and philanthropist. 

Called the “Princess of Parallelograms” 
by her husband, Lady Byron was ambitious 

and determined to focus Ada’s 
education on science and 

mathematics, perhaps 
purposefully steering 

her away from poetry 
in case it awoke the 
same madness in her 
daughter from which 
her husband had 
suffered. The young 
Baroness was well-

connected too.  

The equation that birthed Ada, 
Countess Lovelace, the world’s 
first computer programmer, was 
far from perfect. Her parents, 

poet Lord George Gordon Byron and his 
first and only wife Lady Anne Isabella 
Byron, née Milbanke and nicknamed 
Annabella, were separated just two months 
after her birth, an unlucky 13 months 
into their marriage. Yet they had created 
a child that would go on to break ground 
in the fields of science and 
mathematics that her older 
and more experienced peers 
had not yet managed. She is 
commemorated around the 
world every second Tuesday in October 
on Ada Lovelace Day as the creator of the 
“first computer programme” for the world’s 
first mechanical computer, invented by 
Charles Babbage. Ada Lovelace Day has 
become a wider celebration of every  
woman making waves in the fields of 
science, technology, engineering and  
maths, but at its roots is just one, born on  
10 December 1815 in the heart of London.

Augusta Ada Byron was born at 139 
Piccadilly, then Piccadilly Terrace, which 
was and remains an exceedingly affluent 
postcode. Just a few minutes’ walk from 
here was the Robert Adam-designed Apsley 
Palace, which was then the home of the ➤
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This image: An 1838 
portrait of Ada, Countess  
of Lovelace by Alfred 
Edward Chalon
Right: An English 
Heritage blue plaque 
marks Ada’s home in St 
James’s Square, London
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“Ada Lovelace is now rightly remembered 
as one of Britain’s finest scientific minds”
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From the age of four, as the duo chaise 
longue-surfed their way around various 
country estates, a string of highly qualified 
tutors following in their wake. At 11, her 
mother took her on a year-long tour of 
Europe, but measles and a possible case of 
encephalitis meant Ada was bed-bound for 
about three years. At 17, however, she had 
recovered enough to re-enter high society.

And it was quite the entrance. On 5 June 
1833, Ada attended a party that would, in 
retrospect, define her career. The host was 

Charles Babbage, the soon-to-be “Father 
of the Computer”, who was at this stage 
already a leading light on the city’s science 
and social scene. Ada was around the same 
age as his son, but it was Charles who was 
most fascinated by her presence. So much so 
that he invited Ada and Annabella to visit 
again, so he could show them his plans for 
the Difference Engine, a machine that could 
extract the quadratic route of an equation. 
The machine was never constructed in his 
lifetime, but a fragment of the machine, 
created according to his blueprint in 1991,  
is on display at London’s Science Museum.

While Charles was designing his life’s 
work, Ada was casting her net wider. She 
developed an intellectual friendship with 
Mary Somerville, who was friends with her 

mother and became (jointly with Caroline 
Herschel) the first woman to be elected to 
the Royal Astronomical Society in 1835. 
Mary strongly encouraged Ada to follow 
her interests and challenge herself, starting 
with a study of Euclid’s Elements, a 13-book 
mathematical treatise. Possibly, Charles had 
underestimated Ada at first, but he soon 
realised that she had a genuine hunger and 
talent for mathematics and problem solving. 

In spring 1935 Ada met her future 
husband, William King. They were married 
on 8 July. In quick succession she had three 
children, and even found time to meet, upon 
invitation, the newly coronated, 18-year-old 

Queen Victoria. Shortly afterwards  
William became an Earl for his services  
to government and Ada King underwent  
her final transformation into Ada, the 
Countess of Lovelace.

During this time the family were living  
in St James’s Square – an English Heritage 
blue plaque commemorating this fact 
can be seen on number 12 – where they 
stayed until 1846. The house had been 
purpose-built for the Lovelaces and its 
stucco rendering makes it an early example 
of Thomas Cubitt’s Italianate style. Cubitt 
went on to build Queen Victoria’s holiday 
home, Osborne House, on the Isle of Wight. 

Ada was still intent on her studies 
and wasted no time returning to them 
after her youngest son Ralph was born 
in 1839. She requested that Charles find 
her a “mathematical instructor”, and 

he came up with trumps with his friend 
Augustus de Morgan, first professor of 
mathematics at University College London. 
Ada and Charles continued to correspond 
continually, exchanging letters daily though 
they only lived a mile apart (the post came 
six times a day in London at the time, or  
a servant would have done the same job).  
In a letter dated 9 September 1843, Charles 
referred to Ada as the “Enchantress of 
Number”. She held herself in similarly high 
regard, having previously told Babbage that, 
“I do not believe that my father was (or ever 
could have been) such a poet as I shall be an 
analyst.” It was her time to shine.

Ada translated a French paper written 
by Luigi Menabrea (a soldier and engineer 
who, incredibly, went on to become Prime 
Minister of Italy) that was entitled “Sketch 
of Charles Babbage’s Analytical Engine”. 
In fact, she was so consumed by the subject 
that she ended up writing extra notes that 
were three times as long as the original paper. 

Outlined within these were the world’s 
first “computer programme” – the first 
suggestion that a computer could do more 
than just crunch numbers, but actually 
perform other human, more creative and 
abstract, thinking. She had grasped before 
anyone else that anything that could be 
converted into numbers – language, images 
and music included – could be manipulated 
by computer algorithms. This is something 
that even Charles, as the machine’s 
inventor, had not himself yet realised.

Sadly, by 1852, Ada was seriously ill with 
what historians now consider to be uterine 

cancer. Her doctors spent most of her illness 
unhelpfully advising her to medicate with 
a seaside holiday, a common Victorian 
solution, but by August she knew that 
the end was near. One of the final wishes 
granted by her fairy godfather Charles 
Babbage was a visit by Charles Dickens, 
who read to her at her bedside. For three 
more months Ada struggled in terrible pain. 
On 27 November 1852, at the age of just  
36, she passed away. Florence Nightingale, 
yet another high-profile friend of Ada’s,  
was impressed by her staying power:  
“They said she could not possibly have 
lived so long, were it not for the tremendous 
vitality of the brain, that would not die.” 

It was a sad end to a promising talent. 
After slipping into obscurity for more than 
a century after her death, Ada Lovelace is 
now rightly remembered as one of Britain’s 
finest scientific minds, and a truly iconic 
Londoner too. n

“On 5 June 1833, Ada Lovelace attended a party 
that would, in retrospect, define her career”

Top to bottom:  
Charles Babbage’s Difference Engine; 
Ada Lovelace’s notes on Menabrea’s paper  
became the world’s first computer programme A
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This image: The Piccadilly 
Drawing Room in Apsley 
Palace, London
Below: A portrait of  Charles 
Babbage, inventor of the 
world’s first computer


