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Erasmus Darwin lived from 1731 until 1802. My interest in him began in the 1960s, and I soon became convinced that no one from his time to ours has rivalled him in achieving so much in subjects so widely varied: hence the subtitle of this book.


Darwin was a physician by profession, the foremost practitioner of the English Midlands. In the 1790s he became the most famous of medical men after the publication of his treatise Zoonomia. At this time he was already recognized as the leading English poet of the day, having been extravagantly praised for his long poem The Botanic Garden. Though his pre-eminence as a poet soon passed, he had a surprising influence over Blake, Wordsworth, Coleridge and Shelley – a theme discussed in my book Erasmus Darwin and the Romantic Poets (1986).


In person Darwin was friendly, sociable and full of teasing humour. He had two wives, an in-between mistress, fourteen children and dozens of lifelong friends, including Franklin, Wedgwood, Boulton and Watt. His gift for friendship enabled him to recruit the members of the Lunar Society of Birmingham, which is often seen as the main intellectual powerhouse of the Industrial Revolution in England. Darwin himself had a passion for machines: he was an obsessive inventor of mechanical devices, among them a speaking machine, a copying machine and the steering technique used in modern cars.


The most profound of his talents, in my view, was scientific insight, in physics, chemistry, geology, meteorology and all of biology. It was Darwin who first explained how clouds form and described the full process of photosynthesis in plants. While in his thirties he came to believe in biological evolution, as we now call it, and after twenty years of silence he publicized these ideas. He failed to convince the world. Instead he was condemned for denying God’s role as creator of species, and he lost his popularity as a poet too. Undaunted, he wrote a long poem tracing the progress of life from microscopic specks in primeval seas through fishes and amphibians to humankind, as he calls us.


Much of Darwin’s life was poorly documented when I wrote a biography of him in the mid 1970s, entitled Doctor of Revolution. More letters emerged soon afterwards, and my edition of The Letters of Erasmus Darwin in 1981 included 272 letters, mostly from his later years.


Then, in 1990, George Pember Darwin made a further large donation of family papers to Cambridge University Library. Among these were 174 lengthy ‘new’ letters written by Erasmus Darwin and hundreds of other manuscripts relevant to his life.


In my previous biography I was usually looking in from the outside. In this new book, with quotations from more than two hundred of the newly-available manuscripts, Erasmus Darwin can often speak for himself, and the result is far more illuminating. Of course the main facts of his life are unchanged, and the quotations from previously known letters are much the same as before. Also, when describing Darwin’s books and inventions, I often reuse my previous wording in shortened form. But most of this book is new, with much more about his wives, his children, his mistress, his home life and his friends. The new manuscripts have led to a number of new interpretations, some speculative, although I have been wary of imputing motives.


Throughout the book I refer to Darwin as ‘Erasmus’ in his home life, and as ‘Darwin’ in more formal situations. In transcribing manuscripts I have followed the code of practice in The Letters of Erasmus Darwin. In the index I have added the dates of birth and death (if known) for Darwin’s contemporaries.



















CHAPTER ONE


Upbringing


1731–1756
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If you ask where the Darwins come from, you can find an answer four miles south-west of Newark, inside Elston village church, where eighteen memorial slabs for Darwins from 1654 to 1990 occupy most of the wall area.


Elston is set among flat and fertile fields in the extensive valley of the river Trent, about two miles east of the river. The village appears in the Domesday Book as ‘Elveston’ and kept its coherence through the medieval period. With its ancient history, a church dating from before 1300, a rectory and a big house – Elston Hall – this is an archetypal English flatland village where nothing much seems to happen.


But 500 years ago the peaceful-looking fields west of Elston saw a scene of carnage never since exceeded on English soil. Seven thousand men died there on 16 June 1487 during the crucial battle of Stoke Field1 that decided the future course of English history by establishing Henry VII and the Tudor dynasty on the throne. The boy impostor Lambert Simnel had been crowned as ‘Edward VI’ in Ireland a month before, and an army supporting him roamed unopposed in northern England. The army was led by John de la Pole, Earl of Lincoln, who was the nephew and designated successor of Richard III, killed two years earlier in the relatively bloodless battle of Bosworth Field. The battle of Stoke Field was desperate: neither side gave way in three hours of heavy fighting. Lincoln, all his main commanders and 4000 of his men were killed. Simnel was captured and became a menial in the household of Henry VII. But if Henry had gone down with the 3000 of his men who were killed, we would not have had Henry VIII or Queen Elizabeth. After the battle many of the bodies remained in the fields between Elston and the even smaller village of Stoke, a mile north-west. For centuries people digging there ran the risk of unearthing human bones.


At the time of this battle the Darwins had not arrived at Elston: they were yeomen of Marton, Lincolnshire, in the Trent valley fifteen miles north of Newark. During the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries the Darwins continued to live chiefly in Lincolnshire;2 they grew more prosperous and professional, William Darwin (1620–75) being a bencher of Lincoln’s Inn and Recorder of Lincoln. His son William Darwin (1655–82) was married in 1680 to Ann (1662–1722), daughter of Robert Waring, and this marriage brought Elston Hall into the family. William and Ann were Erasmus’s grandparents: their second son, born two weeks before his father’s death, was Erasmus’s father Robert Darwin (1682–1754). Robert became a barrister of Lincoln’s Inn in 1709 and inherited Elston Hall in 1722 on his mother’s death. Two years later, at the age of forty-two, he retired from his profession, married Elizabeth Hill (1702–97) and settled at Elston Hall. Robert and Elizabeth Darwin had seven children in as many years, Erasmus being the youngest – born on 12 December 1731.


[2]


Little is known of Robert Darwin (Plate 2A) but that little is of great interest. Robert had a taste for science, and it was thanks to him that the first known fossilized skeleton of a Jurassic reptile was brought to the attention of the scientific world, in 1718. The fossil, embedded in a stone slab about three feet long and two feet broad, was a substantial portion of a plesiosaur, comprising sixteen vertebrae, nine ribs and other bones (Fig. 1). Plesiosaurs were the marine counterparts of dinosaurs and, in competition with ichthyosaurs, ruled the waters two hundred million years ago. Robert Darwin’s fossil, from a plesiosaur about ten feet long, was found in a slab used face-down as a ‘landing-place’ beside the well at Elston Rectory, just across the road from the Hall. People at Elston thought the skeleton was human – another grisly relic of the battle. Robert showed the stone to Dr William Stukeley, the antiquary and friend of Sir Isaac Newton, and persuaded the rector, Mr South, to offer it to the Royal Society. At its meeting on 11 December 1718 the Royal Society accepted the stone as a gift for their ‘Repository’, or museum.


Stukeley rewarded Robert Darwin by introducing him as one of two guests at the Royal Society’s next meeting, a week later, presided over as usual by Newton. The Fellows of the Society inspected the fossil on 12 February 1719 and concluded that it was probably not a known terrestrial animal but ‘some Sea fish or amphibious creature’.3 Not a bad guess! Stukeley himself wrote a paper about the fossil, published in the Philosophical Transactions: he calls it ‘a rarity, the like whereof has not been observ’d before in this Island’, and says ‘it cannot be reckon’d Human, but seems to be a Crocodile or Porpoise’.4 Later, after speculations about the Flood, he remarks that such fossils are usually ‘amphibious or marine animals’. All this was surprisingly perceptive at a time when Jurassic reptiles were quite unknown to science. More such bones were found later in the century,5 but systematic classification of plesiosaurs only began after Mary Anning discovered a complete skeleton at Lyme Regis in 1823.
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FIG. 1 The fossilized skeleton of part of a plesiosaur found at Elston and presented to the Royal Society in 1718 through Robert Darwin. It was nearly a century before a more complete specimen was unearthed. This fossil is now on display at the Natural History Museum in London. From Philosophical Transactions (1719)








Robert Darwin’s fossil still exists and is on display among the plesiosaur skeletons in the Natural History Museum in London: it is classified as Plesiosaurus dolichodeirus, and its age is estimated as 194–208 million years. Robert has never received any credit for his scientific coup, which is a most appropriate preface to the theories of biological evolution later to be propounded by Erasmus and his grandson Charles.


Soon after his moment of glory as an honoured guest at the Royal Society, Robert was involved in a much less creditable incident at Lincoln’s Inn, when he took his dog into the Hall. This was against the rules, but when the porter tried to turn the dog out, ‘the said Mr Darwin did offer to fling a pot at the Porter’s head, and threatened to knock him downe; whereby the said Porter was intimidated’.6 Summoned to attend a Council meeting on 11 May 1719, Robert apologized ‘and promised to offend no more’. If he could intimidate the Porter (and it was the Head Porter, James Jackson), Robert was presumably tall and sturdy like so many of the male Darwins.


A little later Robert Darwin became a member of the Gentleman’s Society of Spalding,7 founded in 1712 by Maurice Johnson, a friend of Stukeley (who came from Holbeach, not far away). This was one of the earliest and most enduring of literary-antiquarian societies, and seems to have been a model for the Society of Antiquaries in London, which was formally set up in 1717, with Stukeley as Secretary. Although Spalding is a small town in a sparsely populated area of fen-land about forty miles north of Cambridge, its Society achieved national eminence in the 1720s. There were twelve ‘regular members’ and numerous ‘extra-regular members’, including Robert Darwin. He was probably recruited in the 1720s, along with Newton, Stukeley, Sir Hans Sloane, Richard Bentley and Alexander Pope. They all seem to have been rather inactive members. But perhaps the idea filtered through to Erasmus: the Lunar Society of Birmingham, of which he was co-founder, had about twelve regular members and unwritten rules somewhat resembling the rules of the Spalding Society.


For Robert the memory of being presented to Sir Isaac Newton at a meeting of the Royal Society would have grown sweeter after twenty years of rural retirement at Elston. If he talked about it to his family he may have given Erasmus the idea of becoming a Fellow of the Royal Society at the earliest opportunity.


After these glimpses of Robert as ‘a person of curiosity’ (Stukeley’s phrase) and as a person of passion, we can see him in another role, as a fairly dutiful son. In 1745, twenty years after his mother’s death, he fulfilled the terms of her will by asking for permission to build four cottages as ‘Ann Darwin’s hospital’ for ‘four poor impotent widows’.8


Robert himself was never wealthy, but Elston Hall (Plate 2C) provided a substantial roof over his head, and his children grew up in modest affluence. After his father’s death, Erasmus characterized Robert as a man




of more sense than learning; of very great industry in the law, even after he had no business, nor expectation of any. He was frugal, but not covetous; very tender to his children, but still kept them at an awful kind of distance. He passed through this life with honesty and industry, and brought up seven healthy children to follow his example.9





The seven healthy children defied the current infant mortality rate (forty per cent in Nottingham) and lived to ages between fifty-seven and ninety-two. If Erasmus is to be believed, all the boys took their father as a role-model. Certainly none of them revolted against him: all pursued respectable careers, as he would have wished, with the eldest (Robert Waring) as squire of Elston, William a lawyer of Gray’s Inn, John a clergyman and Erasmus a physician.


If little is known of Robert, still less is known of Erasmus’s mother Elizabeth (Plate 2B). She must have contributed to his robust good health, for she not only survived the hard labour of bearing seven children in seven years but even thrived on it: she lived to the ripe age of ninety-four, and ‘to the last day of her life got up to feed her pigeons’. Erasmus usually visited her at Christmas or Easter in later years and was with her a few weeks before she died. The only judgment on her in Erasmus’s letters is decisive: ‘a better mother never existed’, he wrote when she was ninety-three. Elizabeth’s reputation in the family was as a woman of strong character, capable, practical and scholarly. She may have been more than her husband could cope with, to judge from ‘a sort of litany’ he wrote, that was handed down in the family:






From a morning that doth shine,


From a boy that drinketh wine,


From a wife that talketh Latine,


    Good Lord deliver me.10








So Robert may have fretted at his marriage11 and distanced himself by working in his study over-assiduously. If he did withdraw, keeping ‘an awful kind of distance’, his wife presumably influenced all her children quite powerfully.


There is no sign in her children’s letters of any open reaction against Elizabeth, but she may have rather smothered two of her sons, who stayed at Elston and remained bachelors. The eldest, Robert Waring, a lawyer by profession, seems to have lived with her at Elston Hall as head of the family and lord of the manor. He was seventy-two when she died: if he had ever wished to escape, it was too late by then. Her third son, John, became rector of Elston in 1766 in succession to Mr South, and lived across the road. Her three daughters moved away from Elston: Elizabeth, the eldest, married the Revd Thomas Hall, rector of a parish seven miles away; the other two, Ann and Susannah, both lived unmarried at Sleaford, twenty miles off.


Dates and details of Erasmus’s brothers and sisters, children and grandchildren may be found in the family tree. The best collection of family portraits is in Karl Pearson’s Life of Francis Galton12. The name Erasmus came into the family from Erasmus Earle, serjeant at law to Oliver Cromwell: Earle’s daughter Anne married Robert Darwin’s grandfather, the lawyer William Darwin; and one of Robert’s uncles was named Erasmus.


[3]


As a child, Erasmus was called ‘Mus’ or ‘Rasee’. With three elder brothers and three elder sisters to bait him, he had an unsheltered childhood. According to his son Robert, he was ‘of a bold disposition’, but ‘a series of bad accidents made a deep impression on his mind’ and he became very cautious:




When he was about five years old he received an accidental blow on the middle of his head from a maid-servant and ever afterwards a white lock of hair grew there. Later on, when fishing with his brothers, they put him into a bag with only his feet out, and being thus blinded he walked into the river and was very nearly drowned.13





His eldest brother Robert said that Erasmus ‘had always a dislike to much exercise and rural diversions, and it was with great difficulty that we could ever persuade him to accompany us’.14 If their idea of ‘rural diversions’ was putting him in a bag, his reluctance is not surprising. But he did sometimes indulge in country pursuits, and once, when he was eight, he went hunting with his brother John, who was a year older. The event was recorded by Robert in ‘A new song in praise of two young hunters’:






One morning this winter from school J.D. came


And him and his brother Erasmus went out to kill game


And as it happened which was very rare


With hounds and 2 spaniels kil’d a fine hair.








The young author’s grammar and scansion collapse completely in the second verse, so we may pass to the third:






One of the dogs catched her by the head,


Which made Erasmus Darwin cry ‘war dead war dead’.


But John Darwin the dogs he could not hear


Because he only cried out ‘war, war, war’.15








In later life Robert Darwin was a meticulous writer, and he would have been shocked to know that this nearly illegible farrago has survived for us to read.


As a boy Erasmus was ‘always fond of mechanicks’. Robert remembered him ‘when very young making an ingenious alarum for his watch; he used also to show little experiments in electricity with a rude apparatus he then invented with a bottle’.16 This early interest in mechanics and electricity seems to have been innate rather than taught, and stayed with him throughout his life.


In 1741, when Erasmus was nearly ten, the two young hunters were packed off to Chesterfield School, where Robert, now seventeen, was one of the senior boys. Between 1722 and 1752 the headmaster of Chesterfield School was the Revd William Burrow, ‘a very good and understanding teacher’, and under his guidance ‘the school became the leading establishment in the north of England’,17 with about three boys per year going on to Cambridge. After Burrow retired, the school’s reputation declined. Erasmus was fortunate to have sampled Chesterfield School at its best.


At school as at home Erasmus was much influenced by his eldest brother Robert. Two of Robert’s likings, for botany and for poetry, seem to have been passed on to Erasmus. The influence was strongest with poetry, and the two wrote to each other in verse. When towards the end of his life Erasmus put together a volume of manuscript poems, some of them juvenile, he dedicated it ‘To my brother Robert Waring Darwin Esquire, by whose example and encouragement my mind was directed to the study of Poetry in my very early years’.18 Robert modestly remarked that Erasmus ‘was always fond of poetry’, without mentioning his own role as a teacher.


Most of the poems written by Erasmus as a teenager are school exercises on set subjects. Some of them already reveal independence of thought as well as skill in verse. ‘The Poetic Bridle’19 probably written when he was fifteen, takes seventy-two lines to tell us about a learned young poet called Hal, who ‘met with an equestrian muse’ and mounted her for a ‘journey to Parnassus’. Stung by a ‘Critic gadfly’, she tossed her head, broke the bridle and threw him. The doctor was called, and bled him:






Cup after cup in foamy rills


The only stream of life distills.








After this ritual blood-letting, the doctor (‘looking sad’) says ‘I fear your case is somewhat bad’. This is a sharp critique of Erasmus’s future profession. Later, after years of medical training, he had to go along with the idea that bleeding might be an appropriate treatment, especially if patients expected it. The poem is also critical of the profession of poetry, implying that clever literary types are jumped-up gents riding for a fall.


Another curious ‘school exercise’ is a recipe for writing sublime verse, and takes the form of a dialogue between a bookseller and a poet.20 The bookseller proposes violent methods for waking ‘the leaden-pinioned muse’ and offers to whip the poet, who complains that your ‘flagellating rules’ would ‘scare the muses’. So the bookseller changes tack: a glass of punch, he says, can make the poet sing, just as it makes ‘physicians meditate their fees’, lawyers ponder their pleas and priests dream ‘of fatter livings’. Schoolboy irreverence is here developing into a precocious maturity critical of all the professions. The format of the poem is arresting because it seems to be the model for the discussion on the nature of poetry between bookseller and poet in the Interludes of The Loves of the Plants forty years later. The Beaux and Belles of that poem can also be found here, as well as Darwin’s habit of coining new words, such as the verb flagellate21 and the inventive ‘leaden-pinioned’.


Being inventive in science proved more dangerous for Erasmus and for his school friend Lord George Cavendish, second son of the Duke of Devonshire. One day they were playing with gunpowder together: it exploded, and Erasmus was quite badly hurt. This was another of the accidents that made the bold and active boy more cautious. His friendship with Cavendish remained undamaged by the explosion, and was probably useful later in bringing Darwin two important patients – Cavendish’s nephew the fifth Duke of Devonshire and Georgiana, his Duchess.


Another very nasty accident suffered by Erasmus, presumably in his schooldays, was an attack of smallpox; in later life his face was said to bear ‘the traces of a severe smallpox’.


The Darwins were a close-knit family, numerous enough to be socially self-sufficient. Erasmus’s only recorded friend at Elston outside the family was Richard Dixon. Erasmus, with his brothers William and John, signed Dixon’s apprenticeship indentures in 1747, and Dixon was to be a lifelong friend.22


Within the family, Susannah was his favourite sister, and the subject of one of his earliest poems:






    My dearest Sue


    of lovely hue


No sugar can be sweeter;


    You do as far


    Excel Su-gar


As sugar does saltpetre.23








The young poet would have been familiar with saltpetre as the active agent in gunpowder.


The sharpest picture of Erasmus as a schoolboy emerges from an exchange of letters with Susannah in 1749 when she was nineteen. She writes about her abstinence at Lent:




I come now to the chief design of my Letter, and that is to acquaint you with my Abstinence this Lent, which you will find on the other side…. As soon as we kill our hog I intend to take part thereof with the Family, for I’m informed by a learned Divine that Hogs Flesh is fish, and has been so ever since the Devil entered into them and they ran into the Sea …





A typical day of her ‘Diary in Lent’ is Wednesday 8 February:




A little before seven I got up; said my Prayers; worked till eight; then took a walk, came in again and eate a farthing Loaf, then dress’d me, red a Chapter in the Bible, and spun till One, then dined temperately viz: on Puddin, Bread and Cheese; spun again till Fore …24





The seventeen-year-old Erasmus replied at length to this ill-spelt but well-spun yarn, and his letter is salted with the banter characteristic of his later years:




… having had a convenient oppertunity to consult a Synod of my learned friends about your ingenious conscience … I must inform you we unanimously agree in the Opinion of the Learned Divine you mention, that Swine may indeed be fish but then they are a devillish sort of fish; and we can prove from the same Authority that all fish is flesh whence we affirm Porck not only to be flesh but a devillish Sort of flesh; and I would advise you for Conscience sake altogether to abstain from tasting it; as I can assure you I have done, tho’ roast Pork has come to Table several Times; and for my own part have lived upon Puding, milk, and vegetables all this Lent; but don’t mistake me, I don’t mean I have not touch’d roast beef, mutton, veal, goose, fowl, etc for what are all these? All flesh is grass!





His leaning towards temperance is also beginning to emerge:




For the temperate enjoy an ever-blooming Health free from all the Infections and disorders luxurious mortals are subject to, the whimsical Tribe of Phisitians cheated of their fees may sit down in penury and Want, they may curse mankind and imprecate the Gods and call down that parent of all Deseases, luxury, to infest Mankind…. [With] fever banished from our Streets, limping Gout would fly the land, and Sedentary Stone would vanish into oblivion and death himself be slain.25





After this flourish, he comes down to earth at the end: ‘Excuse Hast, supper being called, very Hungry’. Bad spelling was common at the time and Erasmus even mis-spells his future profession, which again he treats with some suspicion.


Erasmus’s brother John was still at Chesterfield School, and in April he suddenly changed his image: ‘Bro Jack had his Hair cut off last Week, and I must say I like him much better in a Wigg’, Erasmus wrote to his eldest brother Robert. ‘As for myself’, he says, ‘Cuthbert Scullscraper has not been so expeditious with my Wigg’.26 Even if Erasmus’s teasing tone was spontaneous, Robert must have encouraged it.


Erasmus seems to have enjoyed his nine years at Chesterfield School: there are no derogatory comments about his schooldays in later letters. At Christmas in 1749 he wrote a long letter in verse to a school friend, Samuel Pegge, who was later well known as a musical composer and antiquary. ‘Eras: D’Arwin’, as the versifier calls himself, unlooses a barrage of puddings, Mince-Pyes and other Christmas cheer, which he pretends to be sending his friend, along with a book, ‘at once to glut / His Head extensive, and extensive Gut’. This mini-quotation is enough to reveal the rumbustious style – and the trick of word-repetition, later used so successfully in The Botanic Garden.


Unlike most schoolboys, Erasmus seems to have appreciated the good teaching at the school and always spoke of Mr Burrow with great respect. A few months after leaving he wrote Burrow a thank-you letter, possibly a semi-compulsory ritual. His letter was more than that, however, because he offers as a bonus 130 lines of verse in imitation of the 5th Satire of Persius. (Persius Flaccus, AD 34–62, little known now, was familiar enough to Erasmus after his thorough classical education.) He obviously stood in awe of Burrow, and the poem is rather restrained. At the end he compares Burrow with a ‘stately Pine’ round which ‘young Scions’ sprout, ‘Pupil-plants’ who will grow into ‘the Burrows of the rising Age’.27 So he was already playing with the idea of humanizing plants.


[4]


Mr Burrow and many other headmasters in the north of England regarded St John’s College, Cambridge, as the natural next step for talented pupils. Erasmus’s eldest brother Robert took this step in 1743; John and Erasmus followed, travelling to St John’s to matriculate in June 1750.


On their way to Cambridge they stopped at a house near Peterborough, with a letter of introduction from their father to two old gentlemen who lived there. They arrived in the dark, and at first were rather coldly received, though afterwards more cordially. One of their hosts, who seemed pleased with ‘the animated Vivacity of the young Companions’, was heard to say to his brother with a sigh, ‘What a Pity that one of us did not marry’, a remark that impressed Erasmus ‘and perhaps confirmed his Aversion for a Life of Celibacy’. This anecdote is from a short manuscript ‘Memoir of Dr Darwin’ written by his second son Erasmus junior,28 who attributes the story to his father.


John and Erasmus matriculated on 30 June 175029 and would have started residence in October. Their tutor was the Revd William Powell, ‘a sensible cautious Man, who never said one word too much’30 and was later Master of St John’s College. Erasmus won an Exeter scholarship at the college, and the £16 per annum that it brought in was welcome, because the upkeep of two sons at Cambridge was a strain on their father’s finances. They lived frugally and mended their own clothes: ‘Many years afterwards, Erasmus boasted to his second wife that, if she cut the heel out of a stocking, he would put a new one in without missing a stitch’.31


Erasmus Darwin went to Cambridge at a time when the reputation of the universities was low, and heavy drinking was rife among students and dons. Intellectually, the universities were almost moribund, and seen as ‘salutary bulwarks against the precipitate and desolating spirit of innovation’.32  Darwin made the best of this unpromising environment and emerged accomplished and knowledgeable, particularly in classics. It was a culture he cherished throughout his life, as we can see from the casual ease of the classical references in his poems many years later.


Darwin’s verse also came of age at Cambridge as he began to write about real life. His first published poem was a ninety-two-line elegy for Frederick, Prince of Wales, who died in March 1751. Darwin’s poem appears in the multilingual memorial miscellany rapidly compiled at Cambridge and published in May 1751 with the title Academiae Cantabrigiensis Luctus in obitum Frederici celsissimi Walliae Principis. A memorial volume was appropriate because Frederick, although much maligned, was a generous patron of the arts, who had tried his hand at writing poetry, songs and a play.33 His death may even have been a historic event, because he might have treated the American colonies more prudently than his son George III did. Frederick deserves a better epitaph than the scurrilous rhyme beginning ‘Here lies Fred, who was alive and is dead’, and ending ‘there’s no more to be said’.


Darwin certainly had more to say. He was keen to exercise his Muse, and she proves to be in good fettle:






Ye Meads enamel’d, and ye waving Woods,


    With dismal yews and solemn cypress mourn;


Ye rising Mountains, and ensilver’d Floods,


    Repeat my sighs, and weep upon his urn.








After an elaborate simile comparing Frederick with a mighty cedar tree brought down by a storm, the young poet sighs over the vanities of life and deftly exploits an image of the aurora:






Oft at the fall of Kings, th’ astonish’d eye


    Views fancy’d tumults in the mid-night gleams,


Sees glittering crests, and darting lances fly,


    Till one thick cloud absorbs the sportive beams.34








Then Neptune appears, and tells us to cease mourning because the Prince may still smile on ‘Albion’s sea-beat realms’ from a brighter throne on high.


It was a smooth performance and won Darwin an immediate reputation as a man of letters.


Another of Darwin’s enthusiasms in his first year at Cambridge was learning shorthand so as to be able to record lectures verbatim. He learnt the system of ‘brachygraphy’ devised by Thomas Gurney, who was appointed official shorthand writer at the Old Bailey in 1748. Gurney wrote a manual on his technique in 1750, and Darwin had become proficient in the art by the summer of 1751. He sent a specimen of his shorthand to Gurney, who printed it in the third edition of his Brachygraphy in 1752: it was the tenth chapter of Revelation.


If Prince Frederick was being celebrated in verse, why not the admirable Mr Gurney too? Darwin wrote a poem of three ten-line stanzas ‘To Mr Gurney, on his book of short-writing’. This was published anonymously in the London Magazine in July 1751 and again the next year (without Darwin’s knowledge) in the third edition of Gurney’s book, where the author is given as ‘E.D., Cambridge, St. John’s’. The first stanza is severely practical, but the second is much more imaginative:






Tale-licens’d Travellers are wont to boast


Amazing Converse in the Realms of Frost;


Lips move unheard, each Sound in Ice entomb’d,


Stagnate his Current, and his Wing benumb’d,


Slumbers inactive, till a warmer Sky


Unbinds the Glebe, and bids the Accents fly –


Thus Gurney’s Arts the fleeting Word congeal,


And stay the Wanderer to repeat his Tale,


When the quick Eye-ball thaws the letter’d Plain,


Calls out the Sound, and wakes the dormant Strain.35








Tongue in cheek, Darwin revives the hoary traveller’s tale of words freezing as spoken (distancing himself via the traveller, like Shelley in ‘Ozymandias’). Then, as our credulity is about to snap, he shows how well the story fits shorthand, which does ‘congeal’ spoken words.


Gurney reprinted Darwin’s poem and his shorthand specimen in some of the subsequent editions of Brachygraphy. (It reached its fifteenth edition in 1825, and the Gurney system was used in Parliament until 1914 and beyond.)36 Darwin filled several notebooks with shorthand while at Cambridge. He also wrote further letters to Gurney and another poem, which is of some merit. ‘The pale-eye’d scribes’ of old, he says, would not have needed to burn ‘their midnight oil’






If pages then beneath thy dash had sprung,


Th’ unfinished sounds still trembling on the tongue.37








The point is well made, though not everyone would applaud the idea of medieval manuscripts being written in shorthand. Darwin continued writing shorthand for a few years after leaving university, but eventually found that he had forgotten it.


The poems about Prince Frederick and Mr Gurney are detached and mannered. Erasmus came nearer to red-blooded life in his ‘Epithalamium’ for the marriage of his sister Elizabeth to the Revd Thomas Hall on 3 October 1751:






Through all our frames the kindling pleasures dart,


Beat in the pulse, and tremble at the heart,


With quenchless heats in every bosom rage,


Boil the young blood, and warm the frost of age.38
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FIG. 2 A specimen of Darwin’s shorthand notes on George Baker’s medical lectures at Cambridge in 1752








This can be seen as a foretaste of the sexual imagery in The Botanic Garden: but that poem nowhere recaptures the realism of these early verses.


The classic verse and shorthand that occupied Darwin in his first year at Cambridge had to give way to medicine in the next two years. He was able to attend lectures by three eminent doctors, two of them in London, and some of his neat shorthand notes on these lectures have survived.


The first series of lectures was given in 1752 at King’s College, Cambridge, by Dr George Baker, who later became a baronet and a royal physician; he is best known medically for discovering that ‘Devonshire colic’ was due to lead poisoning, which he traced to leaden cider vats. Darwin’s shorthand notes on his lectures (Fig. 2) extend to more than 170 pages, and cover ‘the fossil and animal kingdoms’: waters, earths, metals, stones; insects, fish, birds, quadrupeds and man – to quote some of the chapter headings in his notebooks.39


In 1753, probably from January to April, Darwin went to attend medical lectures in London. The ‘Memoir’ written by his second son tells us that he missed one term at Cambridge,




having received an offer from his friend Kilvington, if he would go with him to hear Dr Hunter’s Lectures, to accommodate him with a share of his Lodgings. This he did.40





Dr William Hunter started his London anatomy school in 1746 at the ‘Little Piazza, Covent Garden’, giving two series of lectures on anatomy each winter for more than thirty years (though the venue changed after 1755). The second series began in mid January. It is not surprising that Darwin attended, because Hunter was pre-eminent as a lecturer in scope, skill and thoroughness. No shorthand notes have survived.


Darwin did produce fifty pages of shorthand notes on the lectures of Dr Noah Thomas, a member of St John’s College, who was later knighted after acting as royal physician. Thomas lectured in London in 1753 on salivation at St Thomas’s Hospital, and on poisons, both ‘acrimonious’ and ‘narcotic’, at Cook’s Court, Carey Street. If Darwin missed only one term at Cambridge, he presumably attended the lectures of both Hunter and Thomas during that term. Noah Thomas must have been personally acquainted with Darwin, either now or later, because he proposed Darwin for election to the Royal Society eight years afterwards.


Medical teaching at Cambridge had been much improved in the 1740s, mainly through the efforts of Dr William Heberden (1710–1801),41 later a London physician of high repute, who was the first to describe angina pectoris and to distinguish chickenpox. Heberden had worked his way up from humble beginnings to become a Fellow of St John’s in 1731. He then decided to make medicine his career, and each year between 1740 and 1748 (when he left for London) he gave twenty-six or more lectures on medicine. Seeing the need for an introductory course, Heberden also wrote a manuscript ‘Introduction to the Study of Physic’, and urged students to make their own copies of it. Another of Darwin’s medical notebooks, fifty-four pages written neatly in longhand, is just such a copy, one of a few surviving today. The text copied into Darwin’s notebook covers pharmacy, anatomy, diseases, etc, and lists 114 recommended books. The notebook also has a further twenty-five pages on ‘The Doctrine of the Pulse’, of which Heberden later published a revised version. Four of Darwin’s fellow students apparently borrowed the notes and recorded their ungrateful thanks on the cover: ‘damn you Darwin you have spelt a thousand words wrong, you son of a whore.’42


Medicinal herbs were very important in Darwin’s day: so did his later love of botany originate at Cambridge? It seems not, because the Professor of Botany, John Martyn, was a real disgrace. Appointed in 1732, he lectured for three years and then left Cambridge for twenty-seven years, when he at last resigned in favour of his son Thomas. Thus there was no specialized teaching of botany, and no sign that Darwin was particularly interested in the subject.


Darwin’s medical studies did not stop him writing verse: ‘he had such a facility of practical Composition that he wrote the exercise burden for several of his friends’. Some of his own ‘College exercises’ have survived. In one of them ‘The Fifth of November’, he curses the inventor of gunpowder, no doubt remembering his own accident. Another, ‘The Folly of Atheism’, needs to be mentioned because it was fallaciously cited as evidence of his religious orthodoxy.


The only other Cambridge poem of interest was written at Christmas 1752, when he remained at St John’s instead of going home. It is a frivolous letter in verse entitled ‘A day in College at Christmas’.43 Darwin pretends to bewail his fate –






A ragged Soph, condemned to College,


I haunt th’ unpeopled walls of knowledge –








but then admits spending most of his day eating, or playing whist. If anyone tired of eating, there was music to help: fiddlers play






While knives and forks and under-jaws


Keep time, and move to musick’s laws.








The whist addicts are mostly Fellows of the College, clergymen who






   move at five with step demure


To chappel – if the rubber’s o’er.








Strip off the satire and we have glimpses of what College life was really like in the 1750s.


Darwin became friendly with a few senior members of the University. The most important of these was John Michell (1724–93), tutor of Queen’s College. He was already well known as a man of science, and helped Darwin in later years.


Darwin also had many ‘college cronies’ among the undergraduates. Only a few of their names have filtered down. The letter on college life was addressed to ‘Mr Johnson’. This was Thomas Johnson who for nearly fifty years was rector of Wickham Market, Suffolk.44 Darwin probably lost touch with Johnson, but he kept in contact with William Sayle, a school and university friend, to whom he wrote a rather ponderous ode in 1753. Sayle also became a clergyman, being vicar of Stowey, Somerset, from 1772 until his death in 1799. The medical student who shared lodgings with Darwin in London was Thomas Kilvington, who for much of his long life practised as a physician at Ripon in Yorkshire. Darwin’s old school friend Samuel Pegge was another of his companions at St John’s. Not much is heard of these college friends subsequently.


[5]


On 1 October 1753 Erasmus and his eldest brother Robert set out on horseback for Edinburgh, where Erasmus was to enter the Medical School to complete his training as a doctor. On the first day of the journey Erasmus’s horse kicked Robert’s on the forehead, and ‘dinted in his Skull to a considerable depth’. The horse recovered, and they arrived at Edinburgh on 10 October. Having visited the Castle, they found lodgings for Erasmus ‘at Miss Ogston’s in Goldielocks Land, Head of the Luckenbooths’, the rent being £20 per annum, ‘fire and candles included’. Robert wrote a diary of the journey45 with details of the expenditure, £10 2s 4½d on the outward leg and only half that on the return to Elston without Erasmus.


The Edinburgh Medical School, founded in 1726, was pre-eminent in Britain at this time. Most of the professors had been to Leyden as pupils of the great physician Boerhaave, a mechanist who tried to find physical and chemical explanations for all the bodily functions. Erasmus was twenty-one when he started attending lectures, and there is a record46 of his paying three guineas for anatomy classes in October 1753.


One of his fellow-students at Edinburgh, James Keir (1735–1820), became a lifelong friend and later played a prominent role in the Lunar Society of Birmingham. The two complemented each other: ‘Darwin was the brilliant creative thinker, Keir the cautious, self-disciplined, balanced personality’.47 Keir tells us in his dry Scottish style that Darwin was quite conspicuous at Edinburgh: ‘The classical and literary attainments which he had acquired at Cambridge gave him, when he came to Edinburgh, together with his poetical talents and ready wit, a distinguished superiority among the students there.’48


Keir came from a wealthy Scottish family, of Muirton near Edinburgh. His father died when he was very young and he was brought up by his mother with help from her brother George Lind, Lord Provost of Edinburgh, whose son Dr James Lind was a close friend of James Watt, and later royal physician at Windsor and the mentor of Shelley at Eton. Keir left Edinburgh without taking a degree and served in the Army for eleven years before retiring as a captain and settling near Birmingham, to become a pioneer of industrial chemistry.


Many years later, in a letter to Erasmus’s son Robert in 1802, Keir remembered how mechanistic the medical teaching at Edinburgh had been, with only Dr Cullen beginning ‘to throw off the Boerhaavian yoke’, and he wondered how Erasmus had escaped indoctrination:




It would be curious to know (but he alone could have told us) the progress of your father’s mind from the narrow Boerhaavian system, in which man was considered as an hydraulic machine whose pipes were filled with fluids susceptible of chemical fermentations, while the pipes themselves were liable to stoppages or obstructions (to which obstructions and fermentations all diseases were imputed), to the more enlarged consideration of man as a living being, which affects the phenomena of health and disease more than his merely mechanical and chemical properties.49





While at Edinburgh, Erasmus received news of his father’s death on 20 November 1754. The event led him to reflect on life when he wrote to Dr Thomas Okes, another Cambridge friend, who later practised as a physician in Exeter. Erasmus was already something of a sceptic, it seems, and he starts by referring to an ‘Ens Entium’ or ‘Being of Beings’, so as to avoid the word ‘God’ (which, however, sneaks back later):




That there exists a superior Ens Entium, which formed these wonderful creatures [i.e. human beings], is mathematical demonstration. That He influences things by a particular providence, is not so evident. The probability, according to my notion, is against it, since general laws seem sufficient for that end. Shall we say no particular providence is necessary to roll this Planet round the Sun, and yet affirm it necessary in turning up cinque and quatorze, while shaking a box of dies? or giving each his daily bread? – The light of Nature affords us not a single argument for a future state; this is the only one – that it is possible with God; since he who made us out of nothing can surely re-create us …50





Such philosophizing was rare: Darwin’s day-to-day life centred on the steady grind of lectures. Keir tells us that Darwin heard lectures from Dr Monro on anatomy, Dr Rutherford on the practice of medicine, Dr Whytt on the theory of medicine, Dr Plummer on chemistry and Dr Alston on botany. The only shorthand notes that have survived are of Alston’s lectures, which also cover materia medica.


One new friend at Edinburgh was Albert Reimarus, son of the well-known German philosopher Hermann Reimarus, who was a deist sceptical of Christianity and a proponent of ‘natural’ rather than ‘revealed’ religion.51 Darwin and Keir were both influenced by the ideas of Reimarus, and fourteen years later Darwin wrote to Albert Reimarus: ‘Mr Keir and myself continue in the Religion you taught us, we hold you to be a great Reformer of the Church.’52


While at Edinburgh, Darwin wrote for Reimarus a spirited poem entitled ‘A Medical Courtship’53 in which he imagines Reimarus asking the ‘Powers celestial’ for a wife. As a result Reimarus finds himself wooed by Botany, who offers flowers, by Chemia with gold and gems, and by Anatomy, who ‘unweaves the fibre-woof of Life’. But in the end he chooses the graceful Hygeia, goddess of health.


Little is known of Darwin’s private life in Edinburgh. Only one anecdote has come down to us, from an anonymous friend (or enemy) who reports that ‘in his youth Dr Darwin was fond of sacrificing to both Bacchus and Venus; but he soon discovered that he could not continue his devotions to both these deities without destroying his health and constitution. He therefore resolved to relinquish Bacchus, but his affection for Venus was retained to the last period of life’.54 This seems to be a roundabout way of saying that he suffered an attack of gout when quite young and decided to cut down on his drinking. His ‘affection for Venus’ is not in doubt. He was evidently attractive to women even after he had become fat and lame in middle life, and he probably enjoyed himself greatly at Edinburgh, endowed as he was with energy, wit, a strong heterosexual drive and the social ease acquired during his years at Cambridge. Presumably he spoke with a stammer, as in later years, but he never let it inhibit him. Darwin’s sensuousness is neatly encapsulated in his genial translation of an epigram of Martial:






Wine, women, warmth, against our lives combine;


But what is life without warmth, women, wine!55








Darwin himself rarely referred to his life at Edinburgh. There is one illuminating vignette hidden away in his discussion of phosphorescence many years later: ‘In the streets of Edinburgh, where the heads of fish called whitings or haddies are frequently thrown out by the people, I have on a dark night easily seen the hour by holding one of them to my watch’.56 Had he been ‘sacrificing to Venus’ on this dark night when he was so absorbed that he had no idea of the time?


Our ideas of the total time he spent at Edinburgh are a little fuzzy, too. His brother John took a BA degree when he left Cambridge in the summer of 1754 – he was head of the ‘Junior Optimes’. But Erasmus did not take this degree. Instead he returned to Cambridge for a further term (or two?) to take his MB (Bachelor of Medicine) in June 1755. Keir says that Darwin stayed two winters at Edinburgh; presumably he returned there in October 1755 until the early summer of 1756. There is no record of his taking an MD degree at Edinburgh, but he is said to have defended the thesis ‘that the movements of the heart and arteries are immediately produced by the stimulus of the blood’.57 Darwin styled himself MD in later years, but he was rather casual about paper qualifications. No one would have dared to ask him for a certificate.


[6]


With or without a formal MD, Darwin was ready to let himself loose on the unsuspecting public in the summer of 1756. Where better to start his practice than in his home county-town, Nottingham? And so, after spending time at Elston in the midsummer months, he moved to Nottingham in early August. His closest friend was Albert Reimarus, who spent much of the summer in London, and was a guest at the meeting of the Royal Society on 27 May. Five letters from Darwin to Reimarus have survived, up to the time when Reimarus returned to Germany, in October.


Darwin arrived at Nottingham in a relaxed mood. In a letter to Reimarus started at Elston, he gives the address of his lodgings as ‘Mrs Burden, Upholsterer, in the Long Row, Nottingham’. A little later he writes ‘adieu in hast. I go to Nottingham just now’. This is immediately followed by: ‘I am now at Nottingham and going to the Races this Minute’.58 So, for once, he is writing his own biography without my help.


The euphoria did not last: his attempt to start a practice in Nottingham proved an abject failure. ‘He had no introduction, and was not acquainted with one Individual’.59 It seems that he did not attract any genteel patients.


He was left with plenty of time to continue his correspondence with Reimarus. During the summer they had arranged for a young Nottingham labourer called Marlow to be ‘cut for the Hydrocele’ by a London doctor called Douglas. Unfortunately Douglas charged six guineas, and Darwin was cross with Reimarus:




Here my friend either you decieved me, or Douglass decieved you: but I remember I was affraid you had not told Him in plain English that He was to do it for nothing. This young Man who has nothing but what hard Labour gives Him, is much distress’d by this Thing costing him near £30 in all, since the House where He lay cheated him much … I shall send this young Man two Guineas.60





Darwin probably also sent an anonymous letter to Douglas and, when challenged by Reimarus, wrote, ‘I will not say whether I am the Author or not’. At the end of this later letter, rather surprisingly, he asks Reimarus to show it to Douglas. Soon after that, Douglas paid back two-thirds of the fee. Darwin seems to have got himself into a real tangle here, with good intentions spoilt by bad tactics.


Apart from medical chit-chat, the other main topic of these letters to Reimarus is science and invention, for Darwin had at last found a mechanically-minded friend. The agenda include Egyptian mummies, furnaces with fermenting liquor (‘if it succeeds I shall send it to the royal Society’), and coaches having wheels with spring rims as shock absorbers. This idea of spring spokes he later pursued further, and it is continually being re-invented. Darwin also declares himself a believer in electrical Franklinism: if two non-conducting globes approach, ‘unum erit electricum minus, alterum plus’. Parts of the letters are written in this Darwinian latin, with bad grammar, bad spelling, mistakes and invented words, but possibly easier than English for Reimarus.


Darwin did have at least one patient at Nottingham: he regales Reimarus with two pages of details about the case,61 so this was probably his first patient. ‘A and B were both drunk. Shoemakers by Trade. A stab’d B with a conical Knife. A was taller than B. Sept.12.1756. The wound was just under the Cartilages of the Ribs on the left side.’ Darwin was not called in until 16 September. He examined the wound and was pleased that there was ‘No Vomitting or Nausea’, though ‘Pulse very quick and very weak’. After some medication, the swelling was less on 17 September, but diarrhoea had set in. A heroic mixture of medicines was prescribed. ‘Sept.18. Diarrhoea stop’d, slept well, is more cheerful’. More medicine (Peruvian bark the favourite). ‘At Night. Pulse imperceptible’. Then ‘Convulsions of muscles of the Face. Death. Dissection’. The dissection showed that ‘the Stomach was pierced’. The young doctor was dismayed: ‘That there was no Vomitting or Nausea decieved me, and I think is surprizing’. Conscious of his failure, he tries to involve Reimarus in supportive tele-diagnosis: ‘But what evidence had we, except the Pulse?’


If ‘B’ was Darwin’s first patient, it was not a good start: he needed patients who recovered and would recommend him. Those who died and paid no fees were a dead loss. During October, still with no patients of substance, or possibly with no surviving patients at all, he decided to try his luck elsewhere. In November he migrated to Lichfield.


[7]


Before we follow Darwin to Lichfield, this early hiatus in his career is a good moment for a quick look at the state of medicine in the eighteenth century, against which Darwin’s achievements must be judged. The yawning gap in medical science was the failure to realize that microbes caused diseases. Fracastoro expounded the germ theory in 1543 and specified the modes of infection – by direct contact, indirectly in clothes, and through airborne germs. Sydenham, in the seventeenth century, specified sound measures for public health which half-implied a germ theory of disease. There were many pointers to the germ theory: for centuries lepers had been kept isolated; quarantine laws existed against ‘contagious’ diseases; and in 1721 Lady Mary Wortley Montagu introduced the Turkish custom of smallpox inoculation with live virus. But we fail to see the obvious if the obvious does not fit in with our prejudices, and people couldn’t really believe in the power of microbes they couldn’t see. Microbes had been observed by Leeuwenhoek in 1683, but his famous microscopic researches came to be regarded as mere curiosities, fascinating but medically irrelevant. Microscopy was neglected during the eighteenth century, and its few practitioners, such as Henry Baker, made little progress. So the cause of many infectious diseases, of septicaemia in surgery and ‘puerperal fever’ in childbirth, remained obscure. The consequences were often fatal. In fairness to the eighteenth century, however, we should remember that high resistance overcomes most germs: otherwise all the doctors would have died young, and few did – George Baker lived to eighty-seven and Heberden to ninety.


In the first half of the century the most influential physician was Hermann Boerhaave, who (as already mentioned) concentrated on the hydraulics of the body; he also emphasized that patients deserved to be treated individually and not mass-medicated.


Sorting out the nervous system and showing that the nerves converge on the brain was in large measure the work of the Swiss biologist Albrecht von Haller. He had no idea that nerve impulses were electrical, a discovery that did not come till after 1850, though we can now see how it was foreshadowed in the 1790s by Galvani, who made frogs’ legs twitch when touched by different metals, and by Volta, who showed how muscles could be kept excited by electrical impulses. Even before this, however, Darwin concluded that nerve impulses were electrical, through seeing how paralytic limbs were stimulated by electric shocks.


Surgery remained a painful and risky procedure throughout the eighteenth century. The failure to utilize anaesthetics in surgery now seems puzzling – surely someone could have thought of it to relieve the patients’ agony? After all, opium and laudanum were often prescribed by physicians, and other anaesthetics were known in China during the second century AD and in medieval Italy. The surgeons’ neglect of anaesthetics and hygiene does not mean they were butchers. Many were most humane, and some were immensely skilful. The ‘lightning lithotomist’ William Cheselden could complete an operation for a bladder stone in less than two minutes, thus minimizing the patient’s suffering; and it is said that more than ninety per cent of his patients survived. The great surgeon John Hunter pioneered new operations and amassed the specimens for his famous museum. His brother William Hunter, whose lectures Darwin attended, did much to raise the status of surgery, and he became the leading midwifery doctor of London, as well as being a successful general physician and playing a major role in discovering the lymphatic system.


Ignorance of hygiene hampered the success of surgery, but was perhaps even worse in childbirth. Babies were delivered by midwives who were often unwashed and carried the germs of ‘puerperal fever’ from one bedside to the next. Hygiene was improved during the century, but only by chance, for aesthetic reasons. Many of England’s open sewers were covered, because they were thought offensive. Army camps were fairly hygienic because of regulations imposed by Sir John Pringle, and the prisons were improved after the efforts of John Howard. Thanks chiefly to these measures and the building of hospitals, English people were slightly healthier in 1800 than in 1700.


A few diseases lost some of their horror. The dreaded maritime disease of scurvy was conquered, thanks to the work of James Lind (1716–94), not to be confused with his cousin James Lind (1736–1812), the friend of Watt and Shelley. Lind proved that plentiful fruit juices could prevent scurvy, and so saved the lives of more seamen than were killed in battle. Jenner’s technique of vaccination against smallpox came at the very end of the century, too late to be of service in Darwin’s medical career.


The treatment of mental illness by the ‘mad doctors’ was generally deplorable. Lunatics were often chained and treated brutally in the hope of driving out the devils that possessed them. There were some kinder doctors, Darwin among them, and in 1794 the first humane lunatic asylum, the Retreat at York, was founded by the Quaker William Tuke. But milder measures did not become common until later: even King George III was cruelly restrained.


There were some chemical insights, particularly the recognition that gastric juices help to digest food – that digestion is not merely mechanical. But chemistry was imprisoned by the phlogiston theory, which held that a burning substance gave off ‘phlogiston’. Priestley’s experiments in the 1770s revealed, as we now see, that the burning substance combined with oxygen. But Priestley himself clung to the phlogiston theory, as did most of the Lunar Society members, apart from Darwin, who adopted the French oxygen theory in the 1780s, publicized the word ‘oxygen’, and led the way in explaining the oxygenation of blood in the lungs.


The methods used by the gentlemanly physicians were far removed from those in vogue today. A physician ‘examined’ a patient by listening to the patient’s story of the illness, observing the patient’s face minutely and taking the pulse. Except in cases of injury it was not normal for patients to remove any clothes: physicians did not see – and, still less, touch – covered areas of the skin.62 Thus it is not surprising that chest-tapping, begun in the 1760s, did not catch on: the stethoscope was not invented until after 1800. Blood pressure and circulation rate had been studied and measured by Stephen Hales in the 1730s, but the use of blood pressure in diagnosing disease came much later: Darwin never mentions it.


Also, strange as it now seems, the idea of body temperature being a guide to good health was not accepted, partly because the thermometers were difficult to use – the clinical thermometer dates from 1866. Physicians thus had to rely unduly on the speed and strength of the pulse. Even so, they rarely used the one-minute pulse-watch invented by the Lichfield physician Sir John Floyer in 1707. Pulse-taking was a subjective art based on experience, but it did at least have a rationale – in that weak or undetectable pulses did often indicate that the patient was dying or dead!


These crude techniques of diagnosis led to treatments that were mostly useless. Patients were usually subjected to purgatives, emetics, a cornucopia of herbs, from opium to cinchona bark, taken either singly or in groups, and of course to blood-letting. This pernicious practice derived from the idea of expelling humours, which were supposed to reside in the blood: the blood was taken by lancing a vein, by leeches or by ‘cupping’. If patients recovered, it was usually because their body defences overcame both the disease and the treatment. No wonder there was a popular proverb, ‘a physician is more dangerous than the disease’.


As diseases were often fatal, rich patients would pay doctors high fees to match the high stakes, and many fashionable physicians in London made fortunes from rich patients with strong constitutions, whose recovery would be wrongly attributed to the medication they received. There was credit to be gained even from patients who succumbed, if the physician had correctly pronounced a death sentence: as Belloc put it,






They answered as they took their fees,


‘There is no Cure for this Disease’.








Still, this is not to say that the physicians were useless. In the absence of medical science, common sense was paramount, and some of the doctors were among the most perceptive and intelligent men of the day. Their advice often helped to keep patients in good health. For example, Dr John Armstrong, in his popular poem The Art of Preserving Health (1744), advises his readers to avoid polluted air, to eat varied food in moderate quantities, to take adequate exercise and to avoid lowering resistance by excess. No one would quarrel with that.


A humane task for energetic doctors was the creation of a local infirmary for poor patients. The doctor would first have to raise the money by asking for subscriptions from the moneyed gentry. If that succeeded, the design and construction of the building had to be organized and supervised. Once the infirmary was open, the doctor would give his services free. The founding of the Birmingham General Hospital, on the initiative of Dr John Ash, followed this pattern. The hospital opened in 1779, after thirteen years of gestation. Stafford had an Infirmary from 1768, and Darwin tried to start one at Derby in the 1780s.


Infirmaries are social-medical phenomena, and lead on to the wider social history of the era, which I shall not stray into.63


Erasmus Darwin always resisted the idea of becoming a fashionable London physician. He stayed in the Midlands and tried to help all who called on his services. He treated the poorest free, and for the others scaled his fees to the patients’ wealth, as expressed by their way of life – the number of their servants and the size or splendour of their home, furniture or equipage. In practice, because of the difficulties of travel, he tended to give free treatment to the poor near his house and charged for distant calls and affluent local people. Rich or poor, Darwin knew he had a challenging future – fighting with puny weapons a deadly enemy whose army was invisible.
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CHAPTER TWO


A young doctor of Lichfield


1756–1760
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There had been a cathedral at Lichfield for more than a thousand years when Erasmus Darwin arrived in November 1756. The list of bishops begins in 656, and the first cathedral was consecrated in 700. The building of the present cathedral began in 1195, though its three splendid spires were not completed until 1330. Ever since then, these three ‘ladies of the vale’ have beckoned travellers from afar. For Darwin their call proved compulsive: he was to live in their shadow for nearly twenty-five years.


The slow and ancient Lichfield, ‘mother of the Midlands’, was being overtaken by a brash new upstart, the manufacturing town of Birmingham fifteen miles to the south. Lichfield was still the better known of the two, partly for its cathedral and partly because it stood at a cross-roads where the road from London to Chester crossed that from Bristol to Derby and Yorkshire. Lichfield was a major staging-point for coaches and, thanks to a Turnpike Trust set up in 1729, had rather better roads than most other parts of the Midlands.1


In the seventeenth century Lichfield had been the birthplace of Elias Ashmole the scholar, and in the early eighteenth of Samuel Johnson and David Garrick, who set off together to seek fame and fortune in London twenty years before Darwin arrived. Another previous resident was the eminent doctor Sir John Floyer2 (1649–1734), who investigated asthma and emphysema, and made careful studies of the pulse. He was also an enthusiast for cold baths and built a bath-house fed by springs at Maple Hayes west of the town. Darwin later bought the bath-house, which was within the grounds of his botanic garden.


Darwin arrived at Lichfield on 12 November 1756. He had made the mistake of riding naked into town at Nottingham, but he did not repeat the error. He entered Lichfield armed with two letters of introduction. One was from his brother-in-law the Revd Thomas Hall to Lady Gresley, stepmother of the sixth baronet Sir Nigel Gresley of Drakelow near Burton. The second, probably from a Cambridge friend, was to the Revd Thomas Seward3 (1708–90), Canon Residentiary of Lichfield Cathedral and a graduate of St John’s College, Cambridge.


The Seward family resided in some splendour at the Bishop’s Palace in the Cathedral Close: the bishops preferred to live at Eccleshall Castle, twenty miles away, untroubled by day-to-day problems at the Cathedral. Canon Seward was an enterprising clergyman of literary tastes, well known for his edition of Beaumont and Fletcher, and he made the palace a meeting-place for a literary coterie. Seward had married Elizabeth Hunter, the daughter of Samuel Johnson’s headmaster, the Revd John Hunter. The Sewards had two daughters, Anna, who was nearly fourteen when Darwin arrived, and Sarah, two years younger. Anna was already a precocious poet and must have been amazed and excited when this energetic doctor-poet burst into her small world. He may have come in like a tornado, or as an ultra-polite visitor: either way, he brought a breath of fresh air into the Cathedral Close. Darwin may have thought the Close too inward-looking, but he had cause to be grateful to the Sewards, and to Lady Gresley, for giving him access to the upper strata of local society – the sine qua non of success as a physician.


Anna was observing Darwin closely from the start of his career in Lichfield, and nearly fifty years later she wrote her Memoirs of the Life of Dr Darwin. The book is prolix in style and sometimes unreliable. It swings between extravagant praise and calumnies which she had to retract with printed apologies in magazines. But it is still essential to later biographers.


A few weeks after his arrival, Darwin achieved a brilliant medical coup. One of his first patients, Anna tells us, was Mr Inge, ‘a young gentleman of family, fortune and consequence’ who ‘lay sick of a dangerous fever’. His doctor, ‘the justly celebrated Dr Wilks of Willenhal’, having treated him without success, eventually ‘pronounced … that speedy death must ensue, and took his leave’. Mr Inge’s mother, ‘wild with terror for the life of an only son’, sent for the novice physician at Lichfield.




By a reverse and entirely novel course of treatment, Dr Darwin gave his dying patient back to existence, to health, prosperity, and all that high reputation, which Mr Inge afterwards possessed as a public magistrate.4





Anna’s circumlocutions are often puzzling: what was this ‘reverse and entirely novel course of treatment’? Can it be that Inge was being poisoned by the drugs prescribed, and that Darwin just withdrew them?


Whatever the treatment, it succeeded, and Anna’s story can be confirmed. The patient was William Inge (1737–85) of Thorpe Constantine, nine miles east of Lichfield. He later had four children and served as a Justice of the Peace and Chairman of the Sessions until his death.5 The doctor was Richard Wilkes (1691–1760) and he was ‘justly celebrated’ as a doctor and antiquary.6 He wrote A Treatise on Dropsy and collected materials for a history of Staffordshire that was completed by Stebbing Shaw.


‘The far-spreading report of this judiciously daring and fortunate exertion’, Anna tells us, ‘brought Dr Darwin into immediate and extensive employment’. This is very believable, as is her report of ‘an ingenious rival, who resigned the contest’. Then she flies off into a medical never-never land. ‘Equal success, as in the case of Mr Inge, continued to result from the powers of Dr Darwin’s genius …’ And she even acclaims ‘his perpetual success’. This is unbelievable and is part of Anna’s mythmaking, as she contrasts the perfect doctor with the imperfect man.


The smoke-screen of Anna’s hype does not obscure the fact that Darwin had begun very well at Lichfield. A memorandum in his own hand7 shows that his ‘profits’ for the seven weeks from 12 November to 31 December – that is, moneys already received – were £18 7s 6d. This is meaningless today without a suitable conversion factor, the choice of which can provoke endless argument. My own choice is to multiply by one hundred to give comparable values ‘today’ – that is, in the late 1990s. I believe this is realistic8 for the years 1750–80, though rather too large for 1780–1803 when there was erosion of the value of money by about forty per cent. If my choice is accepted, the profits from Darwin’s first seven weeks in Lichfield were equivalent to about £1800 today.


We don’t know where Darwin lived after arriving in Lichfield. At first he ‘lodged at Mr Bernards [in the] Close’.9 But within the next few months his favourite sister Susannah, now twenty-eight, came to Lichfield as his housekeeper. So it seems that he quite soon rented a house, to consolidate his image as a successful doctor.


[2]


Darwin’s clinical success with Mr Inge was soon followed by a notable scientific success: a paper he sent to the Royal Society in March 1757 was read at their meeting of 5 May and published in the Philosophical Transactions later in the year. The paper was entitled ‘Remarks on the Opinion of Henry Eeles, Esq., concerning the Ascent of Vapour’. It fully deserved publication, for Darwin refuted a widely believed fallacy by making a decisive experiment; and he writes in an easy style that spares the dignity of Mr Eeles while gently destroying his hypothesis.


The paper begins with a flourish:




Gentlemen, There is ever such a charm attendant upon novelty, that be it in philosophy, medicine, or religion, the gazing world are too often led to adore, what they ought only to admire: whilst this vehemence of enthusiasm has generally soon rendered that object contemptible, that would otherwise have long laid claim to a more sober esteem. This was once the fate of chemistry … and I should be sorry, if her sister electricity should share the same misfortunes …





Eeles had argued that vapours rise only if they are electrically charged. Darwin points to various phenomena connected with clouds and steam that cast doubt on this idea, and then proceeds to his pièce de résistance, a conclusive experiment:




A glass tube, open at one end, and with a bulb at the other, had its bulb, and half way from thence to the aperture of the tube, coated on the inside with gilt paper. The tube was then inverted in a glass of oil of turpentine, which was placed on a cake of wax, and the tube kept in that perpendicular situation by a silk line from the ceiling of the room. The bulb was then warmed, so that, when it became cold, the turpentine rose about half-way up the tube. A bent wire then being introduced thro’ the oil into the air above, high electricity was given. The oil did not appear at all to subside: whence I conclude, the electric atmosphere flowing round the wire and coating of the tube above the oil, did not displace the air, but existed in its pores.10





Darwin says he performed the experiment in the hope that electricity might make the air expand and so provide a means of improving the steam engine. But he found that electricity did not affect the mechanical properties of air, thus simultaneously dashing his own hopes and demolishing Eeles’s idea.


This cogent early paper shows Darwin as a keen and skilful experimenter, and reveals his interest in steam and steam engines. It also foreshadows his classic work on the formation of clouds, for he refutes Eeles’s idea that clouds only stay up if they are electrically charged. Darwin asserts that clouds stay up whether they are charged or not, and suggests that the decrease in air pressure as height increases is more important than the electrical state of the clouds.


Most scientific papers remain on the library shelf without creating any stir. Their authors fear they are unread. This is a common fate for a new author’s first paper. But not for Darwin’s: a hornet’s nest of protest erupted in Lisburn, near Belfast, where Henry Eeles seethed with fury when he eventually read Darwin’s paper, three years after it was published. Eeles had sent his paper to the Royal Society in 1754 and its publication in 1756 provoked Darwin’s response, sent in March 1757. Unaware of this, Eeles sent a second paper to the Royal Society in August 1757 and a third in February 1758. In February 1760 he wrote complaining that these had not been acknowledged: presumably the Society decided to treat him as a crank.


Early in 1761 Eeles at last saw a copy of the Philosophical Transactions for 1757 and was appalled to find his paper rubbished by Darwin: ‘with the liberties he has taken, he may confute or rather confound any author that ever wrote’11 He tries sarcasm, accuses Darwin of making ‘a rhetorical flourish’ and ends bluntly: ‘I can tell Mr Darwin that the business of the steam engine is mostly carried on by the electric powers’. Even this thirty-six-page diatribe produced no response from the Royal Society; so the exasperated Eeles sent the President, Lord Macclesfield, an eighteen-page letter detailing his grievances. When that too was ignored, Eeles gathered together all his letters and published them, in 1771, as a book of 189 pages, called Philosophical Essays.


This could be the most voluminous response ever provoked by a virgin scientific author. Ironically, however, Darwin may never have known of the furore he created. It seems unlikely that the Royal Society told him about Eeles’s complaint because there is no mention of it in his letters, and because he would have replied with a further paper. So he probably knew nothing about the hoo-ha until Eeles’s book appeared fourteen years later. And, by a further irony, Darwin may not have known about the book: it was published in Dublin and was apparently not reviewed. Whether or not he was aware of it, Darwin’s first scientific paper had a vigorous afterlife.


[3]


Erasmus enjoyed a very good year in 1757: in the spring or summer he fell in love with a girl whose home was in the Cathedral Close. Her name was Mary Howard, and she was seventeen. She was a friend and neighbour of Anna Seward, who was nearly three years younger. According to Anna, Mary was ‘a blooming and lovely young lady’ with a mind of ‘native strength; an awakened taste for the works of imagination; ingenuous sweetness; delicacy animated by sprightliness, and sustained by fortitude’. These qualities ‘made her a capable, as well as fascinating companion, even to a man of talents so illustrious’.12


Erasmus courted Mary in verse, as we might expect, and one of his courtship poems has survived. Its title is self-explanatory, ‘To Miss Howard with Dodsley’s miscellaneous Collection of Poems’13 and Erasmus pretends he is merely offering a résumé of the volumes he is giving her. After a stilted start, sense soon melts into sensibility:






From these mix’d Lines, my studious Fair shall know


On human Breasts what chequer’d Passions glow:


What trivial Deeds can serious Pains impart,


Or pour soft-eddying Pleasures round the Heart.








‘Eddying’ was a favourite adjective of Darwin’s, later taken over by Shelley, and ‘soft-eddying’ is a pleasing compound.


In subsequent verses Darwin works through his résumé: war-poems that may alarm Mary; smooth moral poems; comic verses; and of course she will find the ‘Love-taught Lute … Soft-warbling forth her sad-impassion’d Strains’. This is the nub of the poem and the cue for its real message:






Then, peerless Fair! whom all my Soul approves,


Esteems with Reason, and with Rapture loves,


Indulgent hear thy Poet’s honest Plea,


And sometimes give one tender Thought on Me.








This suggests that Erasmus was still uncertain of her feelings; so the poem, for which he gives the date ‘1757’, was probably written in the spring or summer.


It was not long before his ardent wooing impressed Mary, and she agreed to marry him. Keen to enjoy the pleasures of life, he saw no advantage in waiting; and his medical and scientific exploits were, it seems, enough to overcome her father’s natural caution. So Erasmus and Polly, as he called her, were married at St Mary’s Church, Lichfield,14 on 30 December 1757. He was just twenty-six; her eighteenth birthday was six weeks ahead. Erasmus, with his wide experience of the world, was the dominant partner initially.


A long letter he wrote to her six days before the marriage catches the essence of Erasmus as a young man, bantering yet tender, exuberant, unconventional and confident of vaulting all obstacles. He was staying with the Jervis family at Darlaston Manor, near Stone, where he came across some musty recipes:




Dear Polly,


As I was turning over some old mouldy volumes, that were laid upon a Shelf in a Closet of my Bed-chamber; one I found, after blowing the Dust from it with a Pair of Bellows, to be a Receipt Book, formerly, no doubt, belonging to some good old Lady of the Family. The Title Page (so much of it as the Rats had left) told us it was ‘a Bouk off verry monny muckle vallyed Receipts bouth in Kookery and Physicks’. Upon one Page was ‘To make Pye-Crust’, and in another ‘To make Wall-Crust’, – ‘To make Tarts’, – and at length ‘To make Love’. ‘This Receipt’, says I, ‘must be curious, I’ll send it to Miss Howard next Post, let the way of making love be what it will.’15





(It was a long herbal recipe.) Next he found another prescription for making love, incomplete because ‘Time with his long Teeth had gnattered away the remainder of this Leaf’.




Then follow’d ‘To make a good Wife’. ‘Pshaw’, continued I, ‘an acquaintance of mine, a young Lady of Lichfield, knows how to make this Dish better than any other Person in the World, and she has promised to treat me with it sometime’, and thus in a Pett I threw down the Book….





Erasmus is casual about the wedding arrangements and scornful of both bureaucracy and gossip:




I will certainly be with Thee on Wednesday evening, the Writings are at my House, and may be dispatched that night, and if a License takes up any Time (for I know nothing at all about these things) I should be glad if Mr Howard would order one, and by this means, dear Polly, we may have the Ceremony over next morning at eight o’clock, before any Body in Lichfield can know almost of my being come Home…. I think this is much the best scheme, for to stay a few Days after my Return could serve no Purpose, it would only make us more watch’d and teazed by the Eye and Tongue of Impertinence.





He was ready to take marriage in his stride:




Matrimony, my dear Girl, is undoubtedly a serious affair, (if any Thing be such) because it is an affair for Life. But, as we have deliberately determin’d, do not let us be frighted about this Change of Life; or however, not let any breathing Creature perceive that we have either Fears or Pleasures upon this Occasion: as I am certainly convinced, that the best of Confidants (tho’ experienced on a thousand other Occasions) could as easily hold a burning cinder in their Mouth as anything the least ridiculous about a new married Couple!…





The ‘Mr Howard’ mentioned in the letter is Polly’s father, the lawyer Charles Howard (1707–71), who was a proctor in the Ecclesiastical Court at Lichfield. His house was on the south side of the Close, on the site of the present No. 19, with a garden extending down to the Minster Pool. Born in Lichfield, Howard had been a schoolfellow and friend of Samuel Johnson, and he stood as surety at Johnson’s marriage to Mrs Porter. Johnson thought him ‘a cool and wise man’, and Dr Thomas Newton, later Bishop of Bristol, called him ‘a most facetious and pleasant companion’ who with a better education ‘would have been at the head of his profession’.16


Almost all we know of Howard confirms that he was cool, wise and capable: the one surprise is that he agreed so readily to the rapid marriage of his only daughter before she was eighteen. Presumably Erasmus was very persuasive. This is characteristic of him: he nearly always succeeded in what he wished to do, whether it was getting married, inventing a machine that spoke, or discovering how clouds form. There is no hint of coercion or haste about the marriage. The arrangements for settlements began a few months before: Mr Howard made a settlement of £1000 (equivalent to about £100,000 today) and this was matched on the Darwin side by ‘a farm at Lincoln’17 later valued at £1600. Though the first child of Erasmus and Polly was born just over eight months after their marriage, a slightly short pregnancy seems much more likely than a pre-marital one.


Mr Howard was a single parent, because his wife Penelope had died after childbirth when Polly was eight years old. Born Penelope Foley, she had married Charles Howard in 1734, and died at the age of forty in 1748. Little is known of Penelope’s father or mother; but her grandfather Philip Foley was the brother of Paul Foley, Speaker of the House of Commons; and her grandmother was born Penelope Paget, daughter of Lord Paget and Lady Frances Rich. Through her grandmother, Penelope Howard was descended via the Pagets from Anne Boleyn’s sister Mary and (via the Rich family) from Lady Penelope Devereux, who was Sir Philip Sidney’s ‘Stella’ and sister of Queen Elizabeth’s favourite Earl of Essex.18 This lineage was aristocratic but not very healthy. Only two of Penelope Howard’s six children survived infancy. Of the two, Polly was to die at thirty, after much pain and illness in her last few years, while her brother Charles had a serious drink problem, but lived to forty-eight. These health details are of more than morbid interest, because of the prevalence of illness, apparently inherited, in later generations of Darwins, including the cause célèbre of Polly’s grandson Charles Darwin.


[4]


Soon after their marriage Erasmus and Polly moved to a large house on the western boundary of the Cathedral Close, looking across Beacon Street to the open fields west of the town. Anna says they moved there in 1758, and I am inclined to accept this date because Erasmus would have been expected to take a substantial house in keeping with his status as a well-married and successful doctor – his earnings were £192 10s 6d in 1757, and £305 2S 6d in 1758 (about £30,000 today). Lady Gresley may have helped: she took a lease on Darwin’s house and adjoining buildings19 on 3 June 1758, perhaps on his behalf.


Anna says that the house was originally half-timbered and that Darwin added ‘a handsome new front’ facing Beacon Street, with ‘venetian windows, and commodious apartments’. At first the Darwins lived in the old house, which faced the Cathedral. The new front was probably built in 1760, and can be seen in Plate 3A. As I write, the house is being renovated and converted into an Erasmus Darwin museum scheduled to open in 1999. The house has four large high-ceilinged rooms downstairs, an elegant staircase, and four rooms on the first floor, with another floor above of attic rooms. There is a cellar under the full area of the house, with several storerooms and with windows just above the present level of the ground outside, which is about eight feet below the ground-floor level. The present steps up to the front door were built after Darwin left. South of the house, on the right in the photograph, stands a separate brick-built block comprising coach-house, stables and saddling-room.


When Erasmus and Polly moved in, the front garden was ‘merely a narrow, deep dingle … overgrown with tangled briars and knot grass’, Anna tells us.20 This was part of ‘the Dimble’, the moat that surrounded the Close, and it can be seen today in front of the adjacent house. Across this dell ‘Dr Darwin flung a broad bridge of shallow steps with Chinese paling, descending from his hall-door to the pavement’. He cleared the dell ‘into lawny smoothness’ and ‘planted it with lilacs and rose-bushes’ and taller ‘bushy shrubs’. Then he built a terrace along the front of the house, level with the ground floor. The taller shrubs, and perhaps a few ornamental trees, shielded the terrace in summer from passers-by on the road, but were probably cut low enough to let some afternoon sunshine reach the terrace. Plate 3B shows what the house and garden may have looked like when Erasmus and Polly were living there. The garden extended over the present footpath and probably to the edge of the present road.


In the summer of 1758 Polly went to stay with Erasmus’s mother at Elston Hall, and he wrote to her there on 18 May. This letter, the only one from 1758, is chatty and of no consequence, but rich in snapshots of eighteenth-century life. Erasmus starts cheerfully enough: ‘Dear Polly, I recieved and read your Letters with very great Pleasure, and hope you will weekly Write to me’.21 Then the sad realities of daily life darken the scene. ‘Fevers are very rife here’, he says. ‘I forgot to tell you that young Field-house dyed the next Day. Mrs Cobb’s Hearse is this Moment going past our Door.’ Moving away from ‘all this Tragedy’, he mentions that ‘My Sister forgot that She had left some Cloths behind her’. Presumably Susannah took Polly to Elston, and may have been living with them at Lichfield earlier in the year, to help Polly gain confidence in housekeeping.


Erasmus then jumps to a different topic: ‘I like the Mare my Brother has bought me, wonderfully’. This was his eldest brother Robert, who was called to the Bar in 1751 but succumbed to the call of Elston when he inherited the Hall on the death of his father in 1754. He lived there for sixty-two years.


Despite the alarming mortality at Lichfield, Erasmus himself is thriving:




I am in good Health, have a baked Pudden every Day, and Milk and Bread to Breakfast … a hot Toast and cold Milk is quite the Thing, taken in the Morning fasting.





He signs off ‘from, dear Pollakin, thy very affectt. Husband E.D.’ Later he adds some more idle chit-chat: ‘Lady Greasly [Gresley] has given me two queer colour’d Rabbits, so that I have now four: the Bantam Hen sits … Mr Lamb pays close Addresses to Miss Robinson, so that Sudal is quite turn’d off…. Patty Fletcher has an Eruption all over her, which some suspect to be the Itch, caught from Ireland. O rare Food for Scandal!’ The wrong spelling of Lady Gresley may be deliberate: she was known to gossips as ‘Lady Blackwig’. The other names mean nothing to us today, but we can sniff something of the aroma of Lichfield life by reading between the lines.


Polly returned from Elston in time for the birth of her first child, a boy, on 3 September 1758. He was named Charles after Polly’s father and brother, and was the first Charles in the Darwin family tree. Unlike his more famous nephew of the same name, he turned out to be a brilliant boy, and there is no mention of ill-health. In his short life he won the friendship and admiration of several men in the Lunar group.


All the available evidence confirms Anna Seward’s judgment that Polly was an admirable partner for Erasmus. The marriage seems to have been very happy, marred only by Polly’s illnesses in the last few years of her life. There is every reason to suppose that Charles was loved and cherished. In these early years Erasmus was out on his medical rounds more often and for longer than Polly would have wished. But he had to build up his practice by cultivating rich families living on distant country estates. In later years he covered about 10,000 miles a year by carriage, or thirty miles a day, and there is no reason why he should have travelled much less in the early years.


Polly was pregnant again by the spring of 1759, and in the summer she stayed at Elston for a time, as in the previous year. Presumably she enjoyed life there in the extended family.


One letter written to her at Elston in 1759 has survived: it is dated ‘June 12 or 13’. Erasmus tells her that Mr and Mrs Peak of Birmingham were pressing so earnestly for her to stay some days with them that ‘I almost promised for you’. After this serious start he reverts to the bantering tone so frequent in his letters:




Tell Jack the Rabits please me and every Body wonderously: I tell People they are Bear’s Cubbs, and that the Czarina sent me them as a present; and that I intend to breed them for Bacon, as is done in those Countrys.22





He also has a good gossipy story to tell. ‘Jeff Gresley is run away from Bristol to Scotland with a young Girl, who He is going there to marry, to the great Concern of my Lady: She sent me Notice of it very early this Morning.’ Lady Gresley was hoping that Erasmus might somehow intercept her errant son, who was eighteen. But ‘how could I divine what Rout he had taken, or what Cloths he had on? Otherwise I would have despatched an express in search of him.’ As he writes, ‘it is now 4 o’Clock in the Afternoon’, and ‘Noboddy in this Town yet knows of this but me’. Jeff, he says, ‘is a weak Boy, and has been spoilt in his Education, by being always treated like a Child. And, being always govern’d, never was taught to govern himself.’ Then Erasmus signs off jokily with ‘My Duty and Love and Service/from dear Poll/your faithful Friend E. Darwin’, to which he adds, ‘I hope the Cub’s well’.


These two letters I have quoted so extensively are the only ones we have from Erasmus to Polly after their marriage. It is because neither has anything of real substance that both are so illuminating.


Polly was back in Lichfield when her second child, another son, was born on 11 October 1759. He was named Erasmus, and I shall call him Erasmus junior. As it turned out, this choice of name was unfortunate. He grew up introspective and retiring, unlike his exuberant father. He must have felt like a failure by comparison, and his father did not always behave well towards him when he was a boy, sometimes comparing him unfavourably with his brother Charles.


Erasmus and Polly were on good terms with the Sewards in these early years, and exchanged visits quite often, it seems. Erasmus was helping Anna with her poetry-writing. He must have been impressed because he began to doubt whether she was writing the verse unaided. One day in 1759 when she was sixteen, he gave her the beginning of a poem and asked her to complete it in the absence of her father. She passed the test and quashed his suspicions.23


This small episode had a serious outcome for Anna. When her father returned, Darwin praised her efforts and ‘unluckily told him that his daughter’s verses were better than his’.24 This light-hearted remark was no joke for Seward. Eleven years before, Dodsley’s Collection of Poems had included several by Seward, in particular ‘The Female Right to Literature’, written ‘to a young Lady’. It is a feminist tract. Seward castigates ‘that tyrant, man’, who ‘looks on slavery as the female dower’, and urges the young lady to






                        let thy growing mind


Take ev’ry knowledge in of ev’ry kind.25








So Anna was given a full literary education. At the age of five she would stop playing and recite poetry. When she began writing poems, however, her mother did not approve: ‘my father encouraged it, but my mother threw cold water on the rising fires’. It must have been a nagging source of marital discord. Darwin’s comment was unfortunate because it changed her father’s stance. Now both parents were against her, and Anna had to renounce authorship. Instead she became skilled in needlework and music. She still wrote a few poems in secret, but published nothing until after her mother’s death in 1780. This parental ban on poetry will come to seem rather monstrous if, as is possible with help from feminists, Anna again becomes well known as a poet.


Anna might easily have turned against Darwin for his tactless remark to her father. To her credit she did not do so, because she was genuinely grateful to him for continuing to support her poetry writing, despite the ban imposed by her parents. Thirty years after the ‘test’ she wrote:




He became a sort of poetic preceptor to me in my early youth. If I have critical knowledge in my favourite science, I hold myself chiefly indebted for it to him…. He had always very great poetic talents.26





Life in the Close was well insulated from the outer world, and Darwin did not take much notice of international events. But he was not immune to the spirit of the times, which was expansive and confident. His early years in Lichfield coincided with the Seven Years’ War, which officially lasted from 1756 to 1763. The French were the main enemy, and William Pitt the elder became the war leader. Clive’s victory at Plassey in 1757 led to British rule in India, and Wolfe’s victory at Quebec in 1759 led to dominion over Canada. There are no surviving comments by Darwin on this expansion of empire, apart from a feeble poem in praise of Wolfe; local, domestic and scientific matters were of prime concern to him.


We leave Erasmus and Polly at the end of 1760 with two small sons to rear, and no more children to come for another three years. They were settled into their new home and, if there is such a thing as married bliss, they seem to have been close to it. Erasmus increased his earnings by more than fifty per cent in 1759: they totalled £469 4s; and in 1760 they were £544. He had lived at Lichfield for four years and was just twenty-nine. It was a success story by every criterion.


[5]


During his first five years at Lichfield Darwin found his most congenial new friends elsewhere, chiefly among men of science and men of business from Birmingham. In the late 1760s more were added, and the ‘Lunar circle’ came into being.


The first of these friends was Matthew Boulton (1728–1809) (Plate 4B), later ‘the first manufacturer of England’ but at this time a modest buckle-maker in Birmingham, a business he had taken over from his father. Darwin met Boulton quite soon after arriving at Lichfield, possibly through his Cambridge friend John Michell, who knew Boulton before 1758, or possibly through Boulton’s brother-in-law Luke Robinson, who was one of Darwin’s patients.


The friendship of Boulton and Darwin was to be strong and lifelong. Boulton was a business man with none of Darwin’s cultural attainments in medicine, science and literature. But Boulton was eager to improve himself and his business, and not to go on for ever making buckles. Meeting Darwin gave him entrée into a new and more intellectual world. Darwin for his part did not want to spend all his time driving around dispensing good advice and dubious potions to rich patients: an enlightened manufacturer was a good friend for an inventor. As is obvious from all that followed, both Boulton and Darwin possessed superb social skills, for it was their combined bonhomie and persuasiveness that kept together the men of very diverse personalities who made up the Lunar Society.


There is not much written evidence about Darwin’s meetings with his earliest scientific friend John Michell,27 who continued to teach at Cambridge. ‘A little short man, of a black complexion and fat’, Michell was seven years older than Darwin and something of a mentor. He is now seen as the most distinguished man of science from Cambridge University in the second half of the eighteenth century. In 1750 he had written a treatise on ‘Artificial Magnets’, and he was called ‘the father of seismology’ as a result of his Observations on Earthquakes (1760). He helped to found modern geology through his studies of the strata of southern England. He was also influential in astronomy: he envisaged black holes, and had the idea of detecting the dark companions of stars from gravitational wobbles. He invented the torsion balance, which Henry Cavendish used to find the density of the Earth. He lectured on Hebrew and theology. Little wonder that Darwin referred to Michell seven years after his death as ‘a man of such accurate and universal knowledge … whose friendship I long possessed, and whose loss I have long lamented’.28


Michell rarely travelled to Birmingham after 1767, when he became rector of Thornhill near Leeds. But he was a major force in these early years. He certainly visited Darwin often enough to impress Anna Seward: ‘To this rus in urbe of Darwinian creation [she means his house and garden] resorted, from its early rising, a knot of philosophic friends, in frequent visitation. The Rev. Mr Michell, many years deceased. He was skilled in astronomic science, modest and wise.’ She mentions Boulton and others later, but Michell was first, in her memory at least.


Benjamin Franklin (Plate 4C) was the next of Darwin’s scientific friends, and it was Michell who introduced him: ‘I am sure you will readily excuse the Liberty I take’, Michell wrote to Boulton on 5 July 1758, ‘in sending this to introduce to your acquaintance the best Philosopher of America’.


After his invention of the lightning conductor and many researches in electricity, Franklin was the best-known man of science of the day. He was in England from 1757 to 1775, apart from a two-year return to Philadelphia in 1762–4. Franklin was touring the Midlands in 1758 and first visited Cambridge, where Michell gave him the letter of introduction. Boulton introduced Franklin to several of his friends, and would surely not have omitted Darwin, who had written about atmospheric electricity, Franklin’s speciality. However, there is no written record of Darwin and Franklin meeting in 1758: if they did not, they would have met in 1760. I shall assume the earlier date, especially as Darwin was more inclined to travel that summer, with Polly away at Elston.


In the summer of 1758 Darwin was twenty-six and Franklin fifty-two. It is safe to say that Darwin was influenced and inspired by him. Darwin grew keener on experimental science after 1758, and the enthusiasm was lasting. Franklin may also have triggered the idea of the Lunar Society by talking about the American Philosophical Society which he founded at Philadelphia in 1743. His plan for this Society specified that the members should include ‘a physician, a botanist, a mathematician, a chemist, a mechanician, a geographer and a natural philosopher’.29 This could be seen as a model for the Lunar Society of Birmingham too: in both, variety was of the essence. Darwin usually treated Franklin as a friend rather than a mentor, but there is an occasional hint of deference that is absent from his bantering letters to other friends.


To complete Darwin’s group of early scientific friends we have John Whitehurst (1713–88) of Derby (Plate 5A). Tall and quite thin, with long hair and no wig, he was ‘easy and obliging’ with a serious manner that sometimes covered a playful intent.30 Immensely skilful as a maker of clocks and scientific instruments, he probably invented the ‘clocking-in’ time clock that ruled the lives of millions of factory workers for two centuries. Boulton was meeting Whitehurst by 1757 and, as Lichfield was on the road from Derby to Birmingham, Whitehurst was probably among Darwin’s visitors in 1758–9. He may have re-aroused Darwin’s interest in mechanical invention. We shall meet Whitehurst again as a member of the Lunar Society and a pioneer of geology.


Not all Darwin’s friends were scientific and, in the absence of any written records, I shall mention three others who seem likely to have met him in these early years at Lichfield.


The first is the pioneering manufacturer Samuel Garbett (1717–1803).31  About 1746, in Steelhouse Lane, Birmingham, he and Dr John Roebuck began constructing and operating the earliest sulphuric acid factory. They produced the acid far more cheaply than ever before and opened the way for the chemical industry. Garbett was also Roebuck’s partner in a similar factory at Prestonpans and in the Carron Ironworks in Scotland. Boulton, Darwin and Wedgwood all sought advice from Garbett on business projects and Boulton later wrote, ‘I have known him intimately three score years’; Darwin knew him well by 1763, and collaborated with him in one venture. Garbett would boldly promote new projects with loans ‘secured’ by promissory bills. This rashness, or enterprise, was a beguiling example to other entrepreneurs, including Boulton, who felt confident in following Garbett’s lead, though with greater caution. Garbett remained outside the Lunar group, being a man fully committed to business and not intellectually inclined.


The second probable early friend is Robert Bage (1728–1801), the paper-maker and novelist. His paper mill at Elford, near Lichfield, was said to produce the finest paper in the country, and his radical-feminist novel Hermsprong (1796) is a classic text today. The historian William Hutton, who knew Bage for nearly sixty years, called him ‘one of the most amiable of men’; William Godwin considered him ‘a very memorable instance … of great intellectual refinement, attained in the bosom of rusticity’; and Sir Walter Scott said, ‘His integrity, his honour, his devotion to truth, were undeviating and incorruptible’.32 This admirable man remained friendly with Darwin for more than forty years; but he was self-reliant rather than a joiner of societies.


The last of my trio is another remarkable Birmingham businessman, John Baskerville (1706–75), a friend of Bage and Garbett as well as of Boulton and Franklin. He made enough money as a japanner in the 1740s to allow him to pursue a passion for printing fine books, sometimes on Bage’s paper. His first venture was the ‘Virgil’ of 1757, with Boulton, Darwin and Franklin among the subscribers. As well as admiring Baskerville’s books, Darwin may have been intrigued by his unconventional behaviour – he dressed in bright colours and was notorious for being an outspoken atheist. Baskerville was much praised in the 1760s for his beautiful Bibles, and he has often been called the finest printer of modern times.33 Darwin would surely have met him, but probably in Birmingham rather than Lichfield, where he might have been allergic to the Cathedral.


Another possible early acquaintance of Darwin’s, at Lichfield if at all, was the canal engineer James Brindley (1716–72), who was about to begin creating a new transport system for England.34 In 1758 Brindley was commissioned, by Lord Gower and others, to survey for a twenty-mile canal starting at the Minster Pool, adjacent to Lichfield Cathedral, and ending at King’s Mills, near Derby. This was part of a greater plan for a canal to link Liverpool with Hull, which Brindley called the Grand Trunk Canal because he envisaged many branches, such as that to Lichfield. Brindley’s estimate35 for the section from Lichfield to King’s Mills was £10,195. This may seem a remarkably low figure, equivalent to about £1 million today; but human diggers were cheaper than mechanical excavators. Nevertheless the project was judged to be too expensive. This 1758 survey was afterwards reviewed and extended by John Smeaton and Brindley jointly, and in 1760 they published the route from Burslem in the Potteries to Wilden near Derby, together with the branch to Lichfield.36


Darwin could hardly have avoided knowing about the project because the Minster Pool is only a hundred yards from his house. The proposal may have sparked off the enthusiasm evident in his later campaigning for the Grand Trunk Canal, of which Brindley was chief engineer.


Brindley was a workman-genius, not someone who would have had intellectual conversations with Darwin. But Darwin always ignored class distinctions: in his poem The Botanic Garden Brindley is the only Englishman to be called ‘immortal’, and the epithet is justified because his canals live on today. (Darwin’s only other ‘immortal’ is Franklin, for his role in founding the USA – which also lives on, despite its debts.)


Erasmus should not be blamed for the gender bias among his friends. As we shall see later, he was very much in favour of women learning science and technology, but he could not remove the existing barriers. Scientific women were rare in the eighteenth century: the best known are probably Voltaire’s friend Emilie Du Châtelet, the Italian mathematician Maria Agnesi and the astronomer Caroline Herschel. There were a good number of women botanists, however, later in the century: Anna Blackburne and Maria Jacson were two known to Darwin. Female physicians and industrialists were very rare, being fewer than female soldiers and boxers. Businesswomen were not numerous, but it was fairly common for a widow to go on running her late husband’s business. And the women skilled in domestic science far outnumbered the men skilled in academic science.


There is no indication that Erasmus tried to persuade Polly to learn science. Possibly she would have resisted the idea as unladylike. She would probably have seen her role as keeping up bright conversation with his visitors if they arrived when he was still out on his journeys, and she did this very well. She would join in general talk, too, but would expect ‘the gentlemen’ to have time on their own, in the conventional eighteenth-century manner.


The first of Darwin’s friends, Matthew Boulton, remained the closest, but changes in his life left him less time for meeting Darwin. In 1749 Boulton had married the daughter of a rich mercer, Mary Robinson. They had three daughters who all died very young, and Mary herself died in 1759 at the age of thirty-two. The Robinson family, including Mary’s sister Anne, lived at Lichfield, and Darwin was their physician. After Mary’s death Boulton asked Anne to be his wife: but this was not strictly legal and, having consulted Darwin, Boulton married Anne away at Rotherhithe in 1760. Boulton’s second marriage and the death of his father in 1759 made him quite rich, so he soon began planning a new and very large manufactory at Handsworth Heath on the outskirts of Birmingham. His abundant energy was almost absorbed by this ambitious project and the problems of its financing. He was often too busy to respond to Darwin’s bright ideas. Their friendship had no chance of expanding into a society just yet.
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