The early life of
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(12 October 1830 — 4 March 1921)
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November 1830 at St Pancras Old Church, London. Her parents are John Abbott (an attorney) and

Emmeline Spencer Abbott, and they live nearby in Ernest Street. The register states that Susan was
born on 12 October.

Looking through the public records of Susan’s life, the only thing that raises an eyebrow is
that Susan was born, 20 days before her baptism, in a different parish: St James, Clerkenwell. But

what does that prove?

Parentage

The truth of Susan's parentage is revealed in a series of letters to her from the novelist George
Meredith. These are the letters that survived in the family attic, in the envelope marked “Destroy or

burn at my death”.



One of the letters is written by Meredith's wife
Mary Ellen, the daughter of Thomas Love Peacock,
and is signed “Your affectionate sister’. Written for
Susan's 25" birthday in 1855, it includes the words:
“Baby sends aunt Susan ‘me love & a kiss for her nice
day”. In two other letters, George refers to himself as
Susan's “sincere brother-in-law” and “your affectionate

brother”. These words amount to far more than an

expression of friendship. They indicate a blood
relationship. So was Susan a Peacock, or was Mary Ellen an Abbott?

Because Peacock destroyed almost all his private papers, not much is known about his
marriage and family. In November 1819, he proposed by letter to Jane Gryffydh, a Welsh parson’s
daughter he had neither seen nor written to since April 1811. At first their marriage appears to have
been happy, and there is no reason to question the paternity of the four children born to the couple
over the next eight years: Mary Ellen (1821-61), Margaret Love (1823-26), Edward Gryffydh
(1825-67), and Rosa Jane (1827-57).

But, after the death of Margaret in January 1826, Jane is said to have been "“inconsolable” and
to have gradually become, in the words of her granddaughter Edith Nicolls, “a complete invalid”.
(Mary Shelley and George Meredith both described her as “mad”.) She also became intensely
religious, and is likely to have become increasingly disturbed by her husband's atheism (perhaps
even seeing the death of their daughter as a divine judgement). Her religiosity, her illness, and her
complete dependency on Peacock, make it unlikely that she would have had an extramarital affair.
Peacock, on the other hand, was full of energy and had always been amorous, with what might be
described as a French attitude to affairs. The likelihood of Thomas Love Peacock as the father of
Susan is highly plausible; the likelihood of his wife as her mother is not.

On the Abbott side, the main evidence is the lack of evidence. The Abbotts are a reasonably
well-documented family. (John was a nephew of the first Baron Tenterden, Lord Chief Justice 1818-
1832.) There is no record that John ever married. Nor, apart from the entry on Susan’s baptism
record, is there anything to suggest that Emmeline Spencer Abbott ever existed. Her own baptism,
marriage and death are nowhere recorded. The absence of one such record from the early 19t
century is not surprising. The absence of all of them is suspicious.

Even so, all this could be regarded as conjecture without the existence of two hard facts. The
first is contained in the Meredith letters. The second is that Susan, without any other known or
imaginable connection to Thomas Love Peacock, was indisputably living under his roof in the
autumn of 1852. He must have been her father. It is hard to be quite so certain of the identity of her
mother, but a variety of information suggests perhaps a 95% certainty that it was John Abbott's
sister, Alice Bunce Abbott.

The norm, then as now, would have been for an illegitimate child either to have been raised
by her natural mother, or to have been put out for anonymous adoption. There is no reason to
suppose a well-to-do middle-class man like John Abbott would have wanted to adopt someone else's

daughter. Besides which, an adoption would not have been anonymous: Mary Ellen knew that Susan



was her sister; Susan knew that Peacock was her father. The presumption must be that Susan was
raised by her natural mother.

Emmeline Spencer Abbott was almost certainly a fiction. But Alice Bunce Abbott, John's
unmarried sister, is known to have lived in a household with her brother and with Susan from 1833
at the latest (when Susan would have been two or three) to the time of her death in 1852. The lease
on their house in London was owned by Alice, not by John, which invites speculation as to who
financed it and why, considered later. Susan (supposedly Alice's niece) was the sole legatee of
Alice's will, despite the fact that Alice had other nieces and nephews to whom she was close (one,
Julia, was her god-daughter; another, Theodosius, witnessed her death) but who only stood to
inherit anything if Susan pre-deceased Alice without issue. And the novelist in me thinks that, since
Alice's middle name was of great importance to her, she chose (otherwise surprisingly) to provide a
middle name on the baptism record that incorporated the same sequence of three letters “nce”.

It cannot be denied that this evidence is circumstantial. However, it is certainly persuasive,
and in my opinion conclusive. Thomas lLove Peacock was Susan’s father; Alice Bunce Abbott was
her mother. Susan grew up believing that John was her father, and Alice her aunt, told that her

natural mother had died when she was a baby. The unravelling of that legend came later.

The Abbott family

The Abbotts were a well-established family from Canterbury in Kent. There was a John
Abbott in three successive generations, and also (to add to the confusion) two Alice Bunces. The
first John Abbott (b. 1724, d. 1795) was a barber and wig-maker in Canterbury. He married Alice
Bunce on 19 May 1747. They had two daughters and two sons. One son (their youngest child) was
Charles Abbott (b. 7 October 1762; d. 4 November 1832), who became a barrister and rose to be
Lord Chief Justice of the King's Bench between 1818 and 1832, as well as being an interim
Chancellor of the Exchequer in 1827. He was ennobled as Baron Tenterden, also in 1827.

The other son (their second child) was another John Abbott (b. 1758; d. 1828), who married
his cousin Susannah (also given as Susan) Abbott. He was born and died in Canterbury, but is
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ascertained, neither John nor Alice Bunce married, and Susan grew up in the household they formed
together for the reasons explained above. Thomas did marry and had at least two children, Julia and
Theodosius.

John was certainly born in Canterbury, and Alice Bunce probably was. The 1851 Census
states she was born in Kent. However, the 1841 Census has a column ticked for her that says she
was born in the county in which she was then residing (Middlesex). The 1851 Census seems much
the better evidence. But, even if they were both born in Canterbury, they may well have been raised
in London, if that was where their father worked. It is likely that both of them were as much
Londoners as they were Canterburians. Indeed, Alice Bunce would need to have been: Thomas Love

Peacock had no known connection with Canterbury, so she almost certainly met him in London.

Thomas Love Peacock

Peacock was born at Weymouth, or Melcombe Regis, Dorset,
on 18 October 1785 (making him eight years older than Alice Bunce
Abbott). He was the only child of Samuel Peacock (b. c.1742), a
London glass merchant whose father, Josiah Peacock, had been a
linen draper and grocer at Taunton, Somerset, and Sarah Love (b.
1754), daughter of Thomas Love, a retired master in the Royal Navy
from Topsham, Devon.

The probability is that Peacock met Alice Bunce Abbott
sometime between the death of his daughter Margaret in 1826, and

his wife’s subsequent derangement, and early 1830, when Alice

Thomas Love Peacock

became pregnant with Susan. However, given Peacock's known
disposition and behaviour, he could have known Alice before 1826.

By that time, Peacock had two careers. His day job was a salaried
post with the East India Company. In 1836, his official career was
crowned by his appointment as Chief Examiner of Indian
Correspondence. In that post he was succeeded by John Stuart Mill,
and preceded by John's father, James Mill. But he had also established
himself as a popular novelist, poet and satirist, his works by then
including Headlong Hall (1815), Melincourt (1817), Nightmare Abbey
(1818), Maid Marian (1822), The Misfortunes of Elphin (1829) and
Crotchet Castle (1831).

It would be fair to say that Peacock’'s behaviour in love was

quixotic, as well as licentious. He once proposed to two sisters, more or

Thomas Love Peacock

less simultaneously, and was rejected by both of them. As already
mentioned, he proposed to his future wife by letter, eight years after he last had any contact with
her. His affair with Alice Bunce Abbott was very likely not his only one. But that relationship was
probably enduring. When Peacock was in London, he would have had little difficulty in seeing
Alice. But why should Alice and John and Susan later be living in Thames Ditton (1851 Census), an

area with which they had no known connection and which would have been inconvenient for John's



work, if not for the fact that Peacock’s main residence was at Lower Halliford, five miles away? The
circumstantial evidence is not just that Peacock fathered a child with Alice, but that she was his
mistress over many years.

Peacock died on 23 January 1866. By that time, Alice had been dead for 14 years, and his
daughter Mary Ellen, George Meredith's erstwhile wife, for more than four years. By then, Susan

was married to William Mayne Neill and living her own life.

The lease on Charlotte Street

For some fifteen years, from 1833 (at the latest) to 1848 (at the earliest), John Abbott's law
offices were located at 10 Charlotte Street, Bedford Square (not the present-day Charlotte Street,
but the old name for the portion of Bloomsbury Street between Bedford Square and Great Russell
Street). This was also the residence of Alice Abbott, and Alice's will, dated 10 March, 1841, reveals
that it was she, rather than her brother, who held a long-term lease on the house. The 1841 Census
shows Alice Abbott (age given as 45, although she was 47) living at Charlotte Street, together with
Hellen [sic] Garrod (aged 20) and two other women — probably servants.

It would appear that Alice may have bought the property from the proceeds of an inheritance,
following the death of her mother Susannah in February 1833. Her father had already died on 26
April 1828. At the time of his death, he lived with Susannah at 3 Upper Thornhaugh Street (now
Huntley Street) in Bloomsbury, London — a respectable but by no means fashionable address, not
far from Bedford Square. Unfortunately, his will (signed on 24 April 1828, just two days before he
died, and apparently drawn up rather hastily) fails to provide a clear indication of the size of his
estate. But it is interesting that, despite the fact that both of his sons were lawyers, neither of them
were appointed executors. Instead, he appointed his daughter Alice, along with his nephew John
Henry Abbott (later 2" Baron Tenterden).

The bulk of John senior’s personal estate was to be invested for the benefit of his wife and
daughter, while some other unidentified assets were left to his two sons. John junior had apparently
borrowed a large but unspecified sum of money from his father, but he was not required to repay
the principal as long as he paid interest on it to the estate. Thomas's children were to share a legacy
of a thousand pounds. It appears, then, that Alice may have inherited a decent income, but not a
large lump sum, in 1828 — at about the time she is likely to have become involved with Peacock.

A record of Susannah’s will has not been found, but given the provisions of her husband's will,
and given the fact that — despite John also living at 10 Charlotte Street — the leasehold belonged
solely to Alice, it would appear that Alice was the main, and perhaps the only, beneficiary of her
mother’s will. It seems significant that the first record of the Abbotts living in Charlotte Street
should be for the same year as Susannah's death. If this was the sequence of events, it would appear
that Alice was not able to afford the purchase of the lease solely from her own resources. In Alice's
own will, there is a reference to "a lien thereon [the lease of 10 Charlotte Street] by the Right
Honourable John Henry Baron Tenterden [her first cousin] for the sum of one thousand pounds.”
Why was her cousin providing extra capital, rather than her brother, who also lived in the house

and used it as his office?



One reason for Susannah’s will favouring Alice could be that, by now, Susan had been born.
That is another small piece of circumstantial evidence to suggest that Alice was her mother. But this
could not account for the provisions of John senior’s will, which also favoured Alice over both her
brothers. Charles had a successful career as Clerk of Nisi Prius in London and Middlesex, so perhaps
had adequate means of his own. But what does all of this say about John junior?

There is no evidence of any personal wealth. The inference is that he was a workaday solicitor
with no great income, who never — as far as we know — owned his own house. And he once
borrowed a large sum of money from his father, with apparently no means of repaying it. The 1*
Baron Tenterden was able to arrange sinecures for several members of his family, including John's
brother, but he did not procure one for John, although it sounds as though he could have done with
it. The likelihood is that John Abbott was something of a disappointment to his family, and was
perhaps thought to be reckless with money and not to be trusted with it.

Susan's early life

Whatever the economics, Susan spent her early years in Charlotte Street. At some point, she
was sent away to school in Ipswich. The 1841 census (when Susan would have been 10) shows her
at a school in Elm Street, Ipswich. The school was run by run by Robert and Ann Clamp, with
Sophia Gobbitt and Elizabeth Symonds also on the staff. The artist Thomas Smythe had earlier
attended the same school. Robert Burcham Clamp was an artist himself. The same Census states that
almost all the pupils were born in Suffolk, Susan being an exception. She almost certainly attended
the school as a result of her family's friendship with Robert and Sarah Garrod, who lived in Ipswich.
The repeated relevance of the Garrods to Susan's early life is considered later.

A letter survives from John Abbott to Susan, while she was at this school. Since it is the only
such surviving letter, and provides some insight into John's relationship with Susan, it is worth
quoting in full:

"My beloved Child —
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M Lot 3 i ‘, e your little note, but it was a very little one,
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P ST ' 22 ) __ Studies, which are so essential to her future
# #.+ sios o ... happiness and comfort, store your mind my

. dearly beloved, with all useful knowledge,
“*at the same time do not neglect to cultivate
that branch of your Education, which comes under the denomination of Ornamental,

for Accomplishments are also necessary. You have abilities sufficient to acquire every



thing. I hope neither whim or Idleness will deter you from profiting by the abilities that
God has helped you with and the opportunities, which your Affectionate Father affords
you, as you grow in years, you will rejoice in the fond affection, of these that love you,
it will be the means of happiness to yourself, and them, neglect no opportunity Child of
my heart to deserve those Affections, that when you grow up, a young Woman, and
your Father increases in years, you may be to him a comfort and a blessing.

And so you have made another Swing, and you and Hannah swing till your feet
meet, God bless you. You laugh, and you play all day long, and you can make me
happy, what a blessing! — ought you not to be grateful for all God's blessings. May you
always be happy, My Dear One, but you must embrace the means that are given you to
deserve it, otherwise you will not, my dear Child.

If Mr Garrod comes up this week which I believe is his intention to do, I hope to
return with him, and then I shall see and kiss my beloved, till when may God bless, and
protect you.

Your affectionate Father,

John Abbott

10 Charlotte Street

11 July 1842"
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By the time of the 1851 Census, when Susan was 20, she is shown as living on Ditton
Common, Thames Ditton, Surrey, in a household containing John Abbott (Solicitor), Alice Bunce
Abbott, a cook and a housemaid, and two visitors: Annotte [sic] Blake and Edward Atkinson (also a
solicitor, born in Manchester, and John's partner in his law practice). A year later, Susan's life
changed, dramatically and for all time, with the deaths of John and Alice Bunce Abbott within three
weeks of each other.

In research of this nature, the emphasis is always on the pragmatic: on what can be proved, or
at least on what can reasonably be surmised. There is seldom any comment on the emotions, for the
good reason that there is seldom any firm evidence of them. Yet, for all of us, it is our emotions that
define our lives far more than the dry statistics. So | make no apology for now speculating on
Susan’s emotions and her general attitudes, as a young woman in early 1852, even though there is
no evidence at all for what I say, and it may be entirely wrong.

Susan was an Abbott. She may have thought that her uncle was her father, and that her
mother was her aunt, but she was still raised as an Abbott. The one star of the Abbott family was
Charles Abbott, 1** Baron Tenterden, John's uncle, who had gone from barber's son to Lord Chief
Justice. It is more than likely that John himself was encouraged to seek a career in the law to

emulate his uncle. Charles Abbott was a Tory diehard. On any political issue during his public life,



he could be guaranteed to take the reactionary view. He was an implacable opponent of the Great
Reform Bill of 1832, and it seems appropriate that he should have died only a few months after it
became law.

Yet, as discussed above, there is circumstantial evidence to suggest that John did not fit the
family mould, and even more evidence that Alice Bunce Abbott would not have done. Apart from
the fact of mothering an illegitimate child by a married man, there are also Peacock’s attitudes to
consider. Peacock was no Tory, and spent much of his literary life lampooning Tory attitudes. It is
hard to see him adopting a conventional Tory as a long term mistress, however much he fancied
her. It may be that Alice held opposing views; perhaps more likely that politics did not interest her
in the slightest. Either way, she seems to have been inclined to Bohemian personal behaviour, as was
Peacock, which would have set her against the attitudes of her family, irrespective of politics.

Whatever the exigencies of the situation, it is perhaps unlikely that John and Alice would have

shared a house for 20 years unless they got on well with each other, and shared at least some similar

attitudes. So | think that Susan grew up in a less stuffy |G



