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INTRODUCTION


He was one of the luckiest men who ever lived. His grand-fathers were two of the most famous men in England. Thanks to them, he was from his earliest years accustomed to the company of clever and artistic people. He grew up in a comfortable home, filled with affection, in which his imagination was left free to roam. His father was a wealthy man, and in his late teens he realized that he would never have to do anything he did not want to do. For the rest of his life he did exactly as he pleased. And to the end of his days, he was surrounded by the same atmosphere of love and protection he had known as a child.


His early life was dominated by two enthusiasms: field sports and natural history. As the years passed, sport lost its attraction; but natural history fascinated him until the day he died. On his graduation, at the age of twenty-two, he took – at his father’s expense – not one ‘gap year’, but five, on a round-the-world trip as the gentleman companion of the captain of His Majesty’s Survey Ship Beagle. In South America, he covered more than 2,000 miles on horseback: acquiring specimens which form the core of several present-day museum collections, and making observations which provided him with the material for a library of groundbreaking works in geology, ecology and evolutionary theory. Intensely ambitious, he decided early in life that he had it in his power to do important work in the natural sciences; and he devoted himself single-mindedly to achieving this aim. For twenty years he held off from publishing his most explosive theory; and he only summoned up the courage to do so when he realized that another man was about to go public with the same idea.


Hating confrontation of any kind, he left his disciples to fight his battles for him. He died rich and famous, honoured throughout the world, and just in time to avoid seeing his ideas once more under attack from questions to which he had never been able to find an answer.


But even this favourite of fortune did not pass through life unscathed. At the age of forty-two, he suffered the loss of a darling ten-year-old daughter, whose death destroyed what remained of the religious faith in which he had been raised. And for forty years he was the pitiable victim of debilitating illness: illness which has never been properly explained, which turned what would in any case have been a magnificent life’s work into an achievement of positively heroic dimensions.


His name was Charles Robert Darwin, and this is the story of his life, his work and his ultimate vindication.





A NOTE ON MONEY VALUES


One of the problems of writing and reading history is the effect of inflation on money values. There was such a huge fall in the purchasing power of money during the twentieth century that accounts of transactions expressed in the money of earlier times have lost all meaning for the modern reader. They are, in effect, written in a foreign language. If they are to be understood, they must be translated. Fortunately for the purposes of this book, a simple equation will do the trick. Any sum quoted in the following pages should be multiplied by fifty to obtain its equivalent in today’s money. This is, of course, a rough and ready measure. Not all prices change at the same rate. But without some such rule of thumb, past transactions are unintelligible.


In considering property values, a further point should be borne in mind. England is a more crowded country today than it was in the nineteenth century, and the price of property has risen much faster than prices generally. While it is reasonable to treat the £30,000 that Robert Darwin lent his brother-in-law Josiah Wedgwood to buy his country estate at Maer as being equivalent to £1,500,000 in today’s money, a property which £30,000 could buy then would today cost many times £1,500,000.


When dealing with small sums, there is another problem resulting from the decimalization of sterling in 1971. Before that date, a pound was divided into twenty shillings. Using the 50:1 ratio suggested above, the price of fourteen shillings that readers were asked to pay for the earlier editions of The Origin of Species converts to £35 in today’s money. This figure is perhaps over-precise; but it gives some idea of the book’s likely readership in an age when great numbers of people were unsure where the price of their next loaf of bread was coming from.





PROLOGUE


In the late eighteenth century, the town of Shrewsbury was a proud and prosperous place. Commanding a crossing of the River Severn, in the border country between England and Wales, it had grown rich on the trade in Welsh wool, and its wealth showed in the fine black-and-white half-timber houses that lined its streets. In these streets life went on much as it had in Shakespeare’s day, two centuries before; and the town clocks still kept Shrewsbury time, which was different from the time elsewhere. But in the countryside around the town, changes were afoot. Roads were being made – the first proper roads since the Roman legions had left. Along these roads the new mail coaches raced at eight miles an hour – twice as fast as the stagecoaches they were displacing. Ten miles downriver from Shrewsbury, around the village of Coalbrookdale, the night sky was lit up by the glow of blast furnaces, and visitors came from far afield to see the world’s first iron bridge, which soared above the river in a single span of a hundred feet.


One day in the summer of 1786, two men – a young doctor and his older brother – rode into the town. The name of the younger man was Robert Darwin, and he had come to Shrewsbury because his father, who was also a doctor, had decided that this busy market town was an ideal place for a professional man to make his mark. Although Robert was only twenty years of age, he quickly built up a successful practice. Within six months of his arrival he had forty or fifty patients, and his fees were sufficient to support a servant and two horses. His reputation was enhanced by his election, at the age of twenty-one, to membership of London’s elite Royal Society. The fact that this honour derived from his father’s status as a Fellow of the Society, and a close friend of its President, rather than from any special merit of his own, is unlikely to have troubled him, any more than it would have troubled his patients.


His father, Erasmus Darwin, was one of the most famous men in England. King George III had offered him the post of Royal Physician: a post he had declined, because he did not wish to leave the little city of Lichfield where he then lived. But his reputation as a doctor was only one of his claims to fame. He had written a book called The Botanic Garden, which set out the whole of current botanical knowledge in the form of an extended poem. It had taken literary London by storm. He later wrote a massive work on animal life, entitled Zoonomia, in which he put forward a theory of what would later come to be called evolution. The Zoonomia was one of the most talked-about books of its day. It was paid the compliment of being pirated in New York, and the even greater compliment of being placed on the Papal Index.


Erasmus Darwin’s passion for natural history was matched by his enthusiasm for science and technology. While living in Lichfield, he had been one of a group of men who met regularly in Birmingham to discuss matters of common interest in science, industry and politics. As these were the days of highwaymen and footpads, their meetings were timed to coincide with the full moon, and they called themselves the Lunar Society. This small but select group included the factory-owner Matthew Boulton, his partner James Watt, the chemist Joseph Priestley and Benjamin Franklin, who was at that time Agent for the American Colonies in London. The Secretary of the Society was the astronomer William Small. Small had formerly been a teacher at William and Mary College in Virginia, where one of his students was Thomas Jefferson, the future President of the United States. It was Franklin who had introduced Boulton to Small when the latter arrived in England; and the friendship between these two was the glue that held the Society together.


Another attender at these gatherings was the great potter Josiah Wedgwood, Erasmus Darwin’s friend and soulmate. They had met when they were about thirty years of age, and the bond formed then endured for the rest of their lives. Their backgrounds could hardly have been more different. Erasmus was a graduate of the universities of Cambridge and Edinburgh: grounded in the classics, and trained in medicine. Josiah was a working potter who had left school when he was nine and at fifteen had been apprenticed to his elder brother. But they were men of great gifts and wide interests, and they were both fascinated by science and invention. They also shared the same radical politics. They were leading figures in the anti-slavery movement; they supported the American Revolution; and they rejoiced in the Revolution in France, even though it reduced the demand for Josiah’s products.


Josiah had married well, and with his wife’s money and his own ability he had created a great business. In his factory at Burslem, near Stoke-on-Trent, he employed one of the largest workforces in Europe. In 1765 Queen Charlotte had ordered one of his tea sets, giving him the right to style himself ‘Potter to Her Majesty’; and in 1774 he had supplied a dinner service of 952 pieces to Catherine the Great of Russia for the huge sum of £2,000. He was a pioneer in the application of gears and belts to lines of machines; and in 1782, on Erasmus Darwin’s suggestion, he became the first factory-owner in the world to use a steam engine to power machinery. It was with Erasmus’s encouragement too that he became an active promoter of canals, which enabled him to bring china clay cheaply from Cornwall, and to transport his fragile products to the seaports from which they could be sent to London and exported around the world.


Erasmus Darwin was not only Josiah Wedgwood’s friend and scientific collaborator, but he was also his doctor. They had both had the misfortune to contract smallpox. For Erasmus the disease had meant disfigurement; for Josiah the consequence was a crippled leg. In 1768, when Josiah was thirty-seven, Erasmus had had the distressing duty of overseeing an operation to remove his friend’s damaged limb. Like all operations then, it was performed without the benefit of an anaesthetic. For the rest of his life, Josiah walked on a peg leg.


In 1789, when Erasmus had put the finishing touches to his poetic masterpiece The Botanic Garden, he sent an advance copy to Josiah. Later in the same year Josiah repaid the compliment by presenting Erasmus with the first perfect copy of his famous Portland Vase, the product of twenty years of determined experimentation.


This friendship between the Royal Potter and the nearly Royal Physician extended to their families. Josiah’s oldest and favourite child was his daughter Susannah, whose family name was Sukey. Sukey was a particular favourite of Erasmus, to whom she gave piano lessons. Robert Darwin was her childhood friend and schoolmate. As they moved through their teens, an understanding grew up that they would marry when Robert was established in a career. Sukey’s father Josiah had himself married a childhood friend – a cousin – and his consciousness of the happiness this marriage had brought him must have added to the pleasure with which he contemplated the union of his beloved daughter and the son of his dearest friend.


He did not, alas, live to see their wedding. They were married in 1796, the year after he died, when Robert was thirty and Susannah was thirty-one.
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A MAN OF SUBSTANCE


Acountry doctor with a wealthy clientele needed a proper house. With his wife’s inheritance of £25,000, Robert Darwin could afford one. He purchased a plot of land on the edge of town, on a small hill called the Mount, overlooking the river. Here he built a house suitable for a professional gentleman and the large family it was reasonable for them to expect; and in 1800 they moved in with their two-year-old daughter. In the next three years two more daughters were born, and in 1804 Susannah gave birth to a son, who was named Erasmus, after Robert’s father.


Among the interests which Robert’s father and his friend Josiah had shared had been a love of flowers. It was a love they had passed on to their children. Robert and Susannah created a beautiful garden, filled with rare plants and exotic trees. Inside the house Robert built up a splendid library. He accumulated a fine collection of china, with portrait busts of Benjamin Franklin and George Washington, and a first edition of his father-in-law’s Portland Vase. Susanna, who was competent, lively and artistic, created a comfortable home and, like her mother before her, acted as her husband’s secretary. She had been well educated at home. She played the harpsichord; she spoke French; and she was skilled in the keeping of accounts. In the words of a London journalist, Eliza Meteyard, who later wrote a book about the Wedgwoods:


She entered zealously into all her husband’s pursuits; and as he took almost as much interest in botany and zoology as his father . . . their gardens and grounds became noted for their choicest shrubs and flowers.


. . . But the wife of a leading physician of an important provincial city like Shrewsbury had . . . a multitude of other duties . . . to receive, sometimes to entertain, highclass patients in her husband’s absence; to give dinner and supper parties; to be on visiting terms with the gentry of a wide neighbourhood; to take an interest in the town and town-folks; and not to omit what was one of the established customs of the place, two great half-yearly feasts to the chief medical practitioners of town and country.


As the years went by, Robert’s practice prospered. His reputation spread, and he worked long hours. As a consequence, he became one of the highest-earning doctors – possibly the highest-earning – outside London. He was known throughout Shropshire and in many places beyond. He was a big man, always smartly turned-out. He favoured shades of yellow and beige, and rode in a bright yellow chaise, drawn by two black horses. He was a man of great practical intelligence but, unlike his father, he was not in the least intellectual. The difference in their mental lives was displayed in their manner of travelling. Erasmus had never wasted a minute. His carriage had been furnished as a mobile writing cabinet, and his enormous literary output owed much to his habit of writing on the move. Robert, by contrast, was a talker, not a writer. He hardly ever put pen to paper, either travelling or at home; and his long hours on the road were spent sitting bolt upright, with no diversion except his own thoughts.


Robert Darwin was a man of great sensitivity and human sympathy, and these qualities won him friends and much respect. But some people found him intimidating. This was partly due to the forcefulness of his personality and partly to the massiveness of his presence. A contemporary was later to remember him as ‘the biggest man I ever saw out of a show . . . When he entered the room it was like the door coming upon you broadside on.’ He was six feet two inches tall, and the passing years brought a matching increase in his girth. His father had become so corpulent in later life that he had been compelled to have a segment cut out of his dining table in order that he might continue to reach his food. Robert, in early middle age, began to go the same way. When he tipped the scales at 24 stone (336 pounds), he stopped counting, but he continued eating, with the consequence that, as his son Charles later wrote, ‘he afterwards increased much in weight.’


As well as being a successful doctor, Robert Darwin was a clever man of business. His investments were many and varied, and it is doubtful if he ever made a serious mistake. As a resident of Shrewsbury, he was ideally placed to participate in the developments which were transforming British industry. When he set up practice in the town, the villages of Shropshire were already producing a quarter of all the iron made in Britain, and more than was made in any other country in the world. In the year after he arrived, the town’s citizens turned out to witness the launching of the world’s first iron barge. The products of the local iron industry were becoming heavier and difficult to transport on the still mostly execrable roads. If they could be floated down the Severn to Bristol, they could be transhipped and not only sent round the coast to other parts of Britain but, like Josiah’s china, exported anywhere in the world. A local ironmaster, John Wilkinson, whose enthusiasm for his product had earned him the nickname of ‘Iron-mad’ Wilkinson, had conceived the idea of the iron barge as a solution to this problem. When the day of its launching arrived, crowds lined the riverbank. Some had come to marvel, but many had come to mock. To the delight of Wilkinson’s supporters, and the disappointment of his detractors, the barge did not sink and the iron industry of Shropshire entered a new era of prosperity.


As Robert’s income expanded, he took advantage of such developments to increase his wealth still further. Whenever a scheme for a new road or a canal was floated, his name would be found in the list of subscribers. He also acquired property. Many of the local gentry were his patients, and some were also his debtors, as a result of loans he had advanced against the security of their estates.


One such gentleman who turned to Robert for help was his wife’s brother, Josiah Wedgwood II, whose family name was Jos. Jos had taken over the management of the pottery when his father, Josiah I, had retired in 1793; and he had inherited the business on Josiah’s death two years later, when he himself was still only twenty-six. He had never wanted to be a potter, and he had no wish to be a factory manager. Like many sons of manufacturers, he resented the snobbery with which the landed class regarded those engaged in ‘trade’, and he aspired to join their ranks. He had sold the family home, Etruria Hall, and decamped to Dorset with his wife Bessie, to live the life of a country squire: planting trees by the thousand and driving around in a coach with four white horses, with a coachman, postillion and footmen, all in handsome red livery. Unfortunately, this new life proved more costly than he expected, leaving him in debt to the firm; and the firm itself, deprived of proper supervision, entered into a decline.


Faced with the possible loss of the family fortune, Jos was forced to involve himself once more in the management of the business. But his aspirations had not changed, and he looked around for a suitable property, within reach of the factory, but far enough removed from it. His choice lighted upon Maer Hall, an Elizabethan mansion in Staffordshire, just nine miles from the Burslem factory, and thirty miles from Shrewsbury. With its lake and game-filled woods and its thousand-acre park, it was the perfect base for the two or three days a week he intended to devote to the company’s affairs. The only problem was the price – £30,000 – which, for a second home, was beyond his means. It was, however, well within the doctor’s. Robert, who had a high regard for his brother-in-law, was happy to help, and pleased to have him back within visiting distance.


Had Robert managed the pottery, it would probably have prospered. He was a real entrepreneur, whereas Jos was merely the son of the founder. But under the family’s management, and in the difficult circumstances of a war with France, its finances continued to deteriorate. Robert, operating at arm’s length as the firm’s auditor and financial adviser, was unable to arrest the decline; but he was at least able to persuade Jos to dispose of his Dorset estate and to involve himself in the business full-time.


The Wedgwoods and their six children moved into Maer in 1807. In the years that followed, the Darwins of the Mount and the Wedgwoods of Maer became one extended family, exchanging visits and sharing opinions and, as far as the younger members were concerned, effectively growing up together. It was at Maer, in May 1808, that the Wedgwoods’ seventh and last child was born, a daughter called Emma. Nine months later, on 12 February 1809, in the comfortable surroundings of the Mount, Susannah Darwin gave birth to her fifth child and second son. She named him Charles Robert.
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A GOLDEN CHILDHOOD


Fifteen months after Charles was born, Susannah Darwin gave birth to her sixth and last child, a daughter called Catherine. The family now consisted of the three older girls, Marianne, Caroline and Susan, their brother Erasmus known at home as Eras and the babies, Charles and Catherine. Susannah was often unwell and when she was well her other duties limited the time she could spend with the children. Much of the responsibility for Charles and Catherine fell upon the older girls. It was a childhood full of affection. Charles was doted on by his older sisters, to whom he was their little Bobby. When the time came for him and Catherine to begin their education, Caroline became their teacher. When lessons were over, if the weather was fine, there were the gardens to play in and on the side of the house, overlooking the river, there was a terrace walk with a chestnut tree in which Charles and Catherine had their own special seats. For the older girls life was brightened by visits to, and by, their Wedgwood cousins.


This happy life continued for several years. Occasionally, there were trips farther afield. One such excursion took place in 1816, when Susannah and the two older girls – Marianne, seventeen, and Caroline, fifteen – joined the Wedgwoods for a fortnight in Bath, which was then at the height of its reputation as a fashionable resort. It was the last holiday the girls and their mother took together. In March 1817 Robert ended a letter to Jos with the words, ‘Your sister sends her love. I am sorry to say that she has been indifferent of late.’ Four months later she was dead.


Robert was inconsolable. They had been childhood playmates, and they had been married for twenty-one years. He had learned from his father a habit of not talking about sad feelings. In his pain, alone with the children and the servants in the home which he and Susannah had created together, he could not bear to talk about her. The children, out of consideration for his feelings, did not talk about her either. They all, father and children alike, carried their grief inside them. For Robert it was almost more than he could bear. Susannah’s death brought back memories of earlier losses. His own mother had died when he was four. When he was twelve, his eldest brother, who was a medical student in Edinburgh, had died from an infection caught while dissecting a child’s brain. When he was thirty-three, his other brother – the one who had accompanied him to Shrewsbury on that summer day in 1786 – had drowned himself. And now his childhood friend and life companion had been taken from him.


He coped with his grief in the only way he knew: by throwing himself even more strenuously into his work. He was a compulsive care-giver. He felt the pain and unhappiness of others, and he took his responsibilities seriously. Some of his patients lived fifty miles away and it was not unusual for him to be away for fifteen hours at a stretch. In cases of serious illness, he would stay overnight, sometimes for several nights in succession. When he was at home, mealtimes could be a trial. He was a pleasant, good-hearted man, with a store of practical wisdom and any number of amusing stories, and his company was valued by his contemporaries. But he had got used to being listened to and young people found his need to be in control of conversation oppressive. Now, with only the children for company, his monologues would sometimes go on for an hour or more. The strain of listening was made greater by his soft, high-pitched voice, which was in such contrast to his massive frame, and by the stammer he had inherited from his father. An unfortunate consequence for the older girls was that they saw less of their Wedgwood cousins, who no longer looked forward to visits to Shrewsbury in the way they had when their aunt had been there to ease the strain.


For the eight-year-old Charles one consequence of his mother’s death was an increase in the attention he received from his sisters. The tenderness persisted, but there was now a constant pressure towards diligence and good behaviour: understandable in sisters forced into a parental role, but irksome to a growing boy.


Charles’s brother Eras was a boarder at the boys’ school in the town, leaving him with no male company near his own age. Whenever he could, he would escape into the garden to enjoy the company of old Abberley, the gardener. He also spent long, happy hours on the riverbank, fishing, and got into a habit of solitary walks.


When Robert was at home, he liked to share his love of plants with Charles. Some of the plants in the garden had belonged to his father, and he took pleasure in showing them off to his own son in turn. When the weather was bad, Charles would immerse himself in a book from his father’s library. Sometimes Robert would take him with him on his rounds. It must have been a tight squeeze, given the doctor’s size, and the fact that the sulky, as the little carriage was called, was only meant for one. But he took pleasure in the boy’s company, and Charles was happy chatting about his childish interests as they rode along and listening to his father’s stories.


These visits with his father introduced him to a wide variety of households. Many of the doctor’s more distant patients were well-to-do; but he had others in the poorer part of the town, almost on his own doorstep. Some of these could not have afforded his fees, had he charged them. He treated them nonetheless, and he preserved their dignity by making them pay for the bottles in which their medicines were dispensed. In the very poorest houses, his coachman would sometimes cross the threshold first, to ensure that the floor was strong enough to bear his weight.


Shortly before his tenth birthday, Charles joined Eras as a boarder at Shrewsbury School. Originally founded in the sixteenth century, the school was now housed in a new building in the town centre, about a mile from the Darwins’ front door. Its pupils were mostly drawn from the gentry of the surrounding district. Unlike his brother, who was fourteen and happy to remain in school, Charles would run home when lessons were over to spend an hour or two with his sisters. The delights of these hours away from the school were given an added spice by the small margin of time he would allow himself for the run back, which had to be accomplished before the evening bell if punishment were to be avoided.


The curriculum at Shrewsbury School was a traditional one, based almost wholly on Latin and Greek. For the young Charles it held no attractions, and he did the minimum amount of work needed to keep him out of trouble. His enthusiasm was reserved for natural history. He was passionately interested in beetles and insects, and around this time he discovered the joy of bird watching. He read that most famous of British natural history books, the Rev. Gilbert White’s Natural History of Selborne, published twenty years before he was born; and as he later wrote, ‘I could not understand why every gentleman was not an ornithologist.’


Charles was devoted to his older brother; and as he approached his teens, the four-year gap between them mattered less. When he was eleven, they rode forty miles into Wales to see the famous waterfall of Pistyll Rhaeadr. The following year they crossed North Wales, in the company of two of their Wedgwood cousins, to see Thomas Telford’s great suspension bridge which was being built across the Menai Straits, a ten-day journey of 255 miles. Telford’s career as a road-builder had actually begun in Shrewsbury, as surveyor of public works to the county of Shropshire in the year that Robert Darwin had set up in practice there; and the Holyhead Road, which the bridge was being built to carry, was one of the many projects in which the doctor was an investor.


Later that summer, with Caroline and Catherine, Charles and Eras paid a visit to Woodhouse, thirteen miles north of Shrewsbury, as guests of the Owen family. William Owen was a friend of the doctor, and one of his greatest admirers. Like many Shropshire gentlemen, he was also in debt to him. He had a large and rather raucous family, of a similar age to the Darwins. For the latter, the liveliness and freedom of Woodhouse made it a welcome change from the more restrained atmosphere of the Mount. Charles and Erasmus were young men of considerable charm and easy, courteous manners, and they were welcome guests. For Charles, in particular, Woodhouse was to become, like the Wedgwood house at Maer, a home from home: full of young company – including pretty female company – and offering the companionship of an older man who could give him what his own father could not.


Despite his size, Robert Darwin was an active and agile man, but he abhorred sport. As Charles moved through his teens, shooting became an obsession. The gardens at the Mount remained a delight, but the only weapon which could safely be deployed there was a catapult. Woodhouse and Maer, on the other hand, were extensive properties, abounding in rabbits and hares, and generously stocked with pheasants and partridges. For a teenager discovering the joy of killing things, and the challenge of the skill required, they were a paradise. Uncle Jos and William Owen – keen sportsmen both – were his heroes, and they in turn came to treat him almost as another son. Of the fever which shooting aroused in him in his teens, he was later to write:


I do not believe that anyone could have shown more zeal for the most holy cause than I did for shooting birds. How well I remember killing my first snipe, and my excitement was so great that I had much difficulty in reloading my gun from the trembling of my hands.


Who was, and who was not, permitted to pursue game was one of the great social classifiers in nineteenth-century England, and Charles’s liberty to indulge his passion for shooting placed him firmly in the ranks of the rich and privileged. For the poor, the taking of game was a perilous activity. In the late 1820s and early 1830s about one in every seven of all criminal convictions in England were under the Game Laws which underwrote the property rights of the landed gentry. Under the Game Law of 1816 a cottager taking a hare or a rabbit could be transported for seven years; and as these same gentry were, in their capacity as magistrates, the enforcers of the law, clemency was not to be expected.


A picture of life in the hunting and shooting classes is given in a letter written by a young New York woman, Anna Maria Fay, later in the century, reproduced in a book called Victorian Days in England. Describing the dinner table conversation at another Shropshire house, Moor Park, where she was visiting her uncle, she said:


I cannot imagine what English country gentlemen would do were there no poachers. Mention the word and you set Mr Betton off . . . He enlarges upon the villainy of poachers, the ingratitude of poachers, tells anecdotes about poachers, until you grow so nervous that you expect to see a poacher start up and seize the bird upon your plate. Naturally, the conversation turns upon the day’s sport, and you hear . . . how many cock pheasants were shot, how many hen pheasants were deprived of life . . . whose cock pheasant fell with his tail up, whose hen pheasant fell with her tail down . . . Then the meet of the previous day takes its turn – who fell in leaping over this hurdle, who in taking that hedge . . . where the fox was found, and where killed . . . how cold it was, how cold it is, and how cold it is going to be . . . and then you rise from the table and you leave the gentlemen to discuss poaching, shooting, hunting, and the cold, unrestrained by female company. After a while they come into the drawing-room and the card-table is taken out, the gentlemen cut to play and the rest look on. They are not a very intellectual set, these country gentlemen, but they are very sociable and pleasant.


Conversation at the Wedgwood and Owen dinner tables was, presumably, more varied than this; but the picture drawn by this visiting American makes it easy to understand the distaste with which Robert regarded the possibility that his younger son might become, in his words, ‘an idle sporting man’.


The thought that he would one day be rich enough to live this sort of life had not yet occurred to Charles. It was not something the doctor was going to point out. His own wealth had not made him idle, and he had no wish to encourage idleness in his son. His thoughts therefore turned to the question of what that son’s future was to be. It was clear that he was wasting his time at school. It may have been around this time that Robert delivered himself of the exasperated comment which Charles recalled years later, when setting down his recollections for his own children: ‘You care for nothing but shooting, dogs and rat-catching; and you will be a disgrace to yourself and all your family.’


In the summer following his sixteenth birthday, Charles again accompanied his father on his rounds, and this time Robert gave him some patients of his own. Impressed with the way he handled his cases, his father concluded that he had the makings of a good physician. It was a convenient discovery. Charles’s brother Erasmus was already on his way to qualifying as a doctor. He had graduated from Cambridge, and was going to Edinburgh for six months of hospital training. If Charles were to accompany him, several problems would be solved. He would no longer be kicking his heels at school; he would not be exposed to idle sporting temptations; he would have the prospect of a respectable career; and he would be under the watchful eye of a responsible older brother.


Charles was not convinced of his suitability for the career his father had chosen for him, but he was in no position to refuse. And his father had one final, clinching argument. With a whimsical irony, which belied the dour image some people had of him, he ended the discussion with the observation that, ‘It will at least give the wild life of these parts a chance to replenish their numbers.’
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FALSE STARTS


The city in which the sixteen-year-old Charles and the twenty-year-old Erasmus found themselves in October 1825 was unlike anything they had known before. Their home town of Shrewsbury and the city of Cambridge where Erasmus had passed the previous three years were both places of consequence, but neither held much more than 20,000 people. Edinburgh was a bustling metropolis, with a population of 150,000. Architecturally, it was two cities in one. Around the Castle Mound was the Old Town, with its winding alleyways and tall tenement blocks. Below it was the elegant New Town, with its public gardens and fine houses. Charles and Eras found themselves a comfortable apartment, four floors up in the Old Town, and set about exploring their new surroundings. Their father and their grandfather had been medical students there; and they came armed with introductions which ensured that they did not go short of either dinner invitations or help with making the most of the city’s attractions.


Two well-to-do young men, alone together in such circumstances, might well have gone wild but, as the doctor had hoped, they were a good influence on one another. They enjoyed evenings at the theatre, but their principal recreations were wandering about the town and reading, either in local hostelries or by their own fireside. They enrolled for a few courses, but such studies as they embarked upon were neither strenuous nor systematic. In Charles’s case, any temptation he might have felt to apply himself more seriously was dissolved by a discovery he made early on, a discovery that was, for him personally, one of the most important of his whole life.


Two months after their arrival in Edinburgh Erasmus came of age and came into his share of his mother’s marriage settlement. Until then, Charles had not had cause to think about the wealth which underpinned the spacious way of life he took for granted. But it now dawned upon him that, as he later wrote in his Autobiography, ‘my father would leave me enough property to subsist on with some comfort’, a realization which, in his own words, ‘was sufficient to check any strenuous effort to learn medicine’. And any interest he retained in a medical career evaporated when he witnessed, and fled from, two very bad operations which were carried out, as his grandfather Josiah’s had been forty years before, without the benefit of chloroform.
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