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Prologue: Darwin’s Last Voyage




Oh build your ship of death, oh build it! for you will need it. For the voyage of oblivion awaits you.


D. H. Lawrence, ‘The Ship of Death’








Charles Darwin’s funeral took place at Westminster Abbey on Wednesday 26 April 1882. Twenty years earlier, the English press had taunted him as ‘The Devil’s Disciple’, the scientist whose theory of evolution had dethroned the divine creator and turned man into the cousin of the monkey. Now the Pall Mall Gazette spoke for all in comparing him to Copernicus and calling him ‘the greatest Englishman since Newton’. The more than two thousand mourners at the Abbey made up a Who’s Who of the Victorian establishment. So many had applied for admission cards that the undertakers were rattled.


The body had arrived at eight o’clock the evening before, after a horse-drawn journey from the village of Downe, in Kent, accompanied for the sixteen miles by three of Darwin’s sons and an icy drizzle. The white oak coffin, bearing the simple inscription Charles Robert Darwin, Born February 12, 1809. Died April 19, 1882, was carried into the dim lamplight of the Abbey’s Chapel of St Faith, where it perched like a small ship in dry dock.




Shortly before eleven o’clock the next day, the Darwin family, friends and a few servants made their way into the Jerusalem Chamber. Dignitaries took their positions in the Chapter House, and the choir assembled in the stalls. The pews on the south side of the nave registered the whispers of frock-coated scientists, philosophers, admirals, ambassadors, museum directors, politicians, philanthropists, civic worthies, university professors and clergymen. Now the non-ticketed seats in the north-western part of the nave and the back rows began to fill with ordinary folk, some plain curious, some keen to pay homage to the man who’d once shaken the foundations of the Church. They included a sprinkling of old radicals–Chartists, republicans, and freethinkers like G. J. Holyoake–for whom Darwin’s ideas had been an inspiration.


A few pointed absences among the country’s mighty were noted, though each claimed an excuse: Queen Victoria was busy preparing for her son Prince Leopold’s wedding; Prime Minister Gladstone, a fervent evangelical with no love of Darwin’s ideas, was caught up in the political mire of the Irish independence struggles; the Archbishop of Canterbury was ‘indisposed’; and the Dean of Westminster Abbey was ‘abroad’.


Other representatives of the Church of England made up for the timidity of their clerical seniors: canons, vergers and clerks were present in abundance. As the bell tolled noon, the Queen’s Chaplain-in-Ordinary, George Prothero, opened the ceremony with the song ‘I Am the Resurrection’, glossing over Darwin’s well-known scepticism about life after death. Everyone knew that he had rejected the idea of a divine creator who’d intelligently designed the world of man and nature: he believed only in nature’s implacable laws of change, chance, struggle, survival and extinction.


The coffin, a black velvet coverlet draped over it, carried two wreaths–lifebuoys for another world–and a spray of white blossom at the prow. Ten pallbearers bobbed it slowly up the nave to its resting place at the northern end of the choir screen, close to the statue of Sir Isaac Newton. Three of the pallbearers–two dukes and an earl–represented the state and Cambridge University, where Darwin had once been a clerical student. Ambassador James Russell Lowell, another bearer, represented the United States of America. Sir William Spottiswoode, President of the Royal Society, was there for the scientific establishment. Darwin’s neighbour and friend, Sir John Lubbock, a Liberal MP, London banker and distinguished amateur archaeologist, embodied Victorian government, finance and culture.


Three men in late middle age who also gripped the brass handles of the coffin were there because they’d been Darwin’s closest friends and intellectual collaborators. Biologist Thomas Henry Huxley, aged fifty-seven, was tall and thickset with a beaklike nose and massive side whiskers. Next to him stooped botanist Joseph Dalton Hooker, sixty-five, slight and fragile with a leonine ruff of white hair circling his face, which was pale from angina. At the rear was zoogeographer Alfred Russel Wallace, fifty-nine, tall and gangly with a heavy white beard around a kindly mouth.


The modest co-discoverer of the theory of natural selection, Wallace was a man whom Darwin had revered, despite Wallace’s reputation for radical eccentricity. Privately, George Darwin thought it would have been more in keeping with his father’s feelings to have positioned Wallace ‘at the other end’ of the coffin with his two colleagues.1 These three scientists belonged together: they were not only the dead man’s most committed scientific supporters, but, as fellow southern voyagers, they had also shared with him a special bond of the ‘salt’.


As if to remind them of that formative period in all their lives, Darwin’s coffin came to rest next to another southern traveller, whom Darwin had first met at the Cape of Good Hope half a century earlier. This neighbour in death was the eminent astronomer-philosopher Sir John Herschel.2 The two old travellers nudged each other in the confined space of the Abbey. As a seaman, Darwin had been familiar with constrictions of space. One of his mourners, Admiral John Lort Stokes, had written to The Times five days earlier to tell readers how he had worked beside Darwin on the Beagle’s poop-cabin table while their hammocks swayed overhead. Sudden bouts of seasickness would force Darwin to leave his microscope and lie down, saying, ‘Old fellow, I must take the horizontal for it.’3 And here he was taking the horizontal for the last time.


The organ sounded a final anthem, Canon Prothero pronounced the Benediction, and Charles Darwin, that most reluctant sailor and fighter, embarked on his last voyage to meet the worms he’d been so recently studying.


Locals from Darwin’s tiny Kentish hamlet of Downe were represented by two long-time family servants, Mary Evans, who’d looked after Darwin since he was a boy, and old Mr Parslow, the almost equally long-serving butler. Provision had been made for other villagers to attend the funeral, but none did so. Most believed that Darwin would have hated the Abbey ceremony. Had it been held at the local church of St Mary’s as they’d hoped, and as he’d intended, the pallbearers would not have included all these stiff society folk. Family members, neighbours, and old friends like Hooker, Huxley and Wallace would have carried the coffin to the resting spot Darwin had requested.


The Downe church was small, just a nave and a chancel below a white plaster ceiling and an old timbered roof, but it was dignified in its simplicity. The dwarf tower and tall spire were the first thing travellers glimpsed through the horse chestnut trees as they made their way down from Keston Hill, along a steep winding path cut into the chalk, then across a level meadow and into the village. A huge old elm with a 23-foot girth shadowed the entrance to the church and the adjacent yard.4 This was the burial spot of Darwin’s two children who died in infancy, Mary Eleanor and Charles Waring. Here too, in a grassy patch under a large old yew tree, lay two of Darwin’s Wedgwood cousins, sharing with his elder brother Erasmus a specially commissioned family vault designed to hold twelve. In spite of Charles’s lack of religious feeling, he’d felt this tiny churchyard to be ‘the sweetest place on earth’. So when his stuttering heart finally stopped beating at four pm on 19 April, after a week of pain, both the family and the village took it for granted that a quiet local ceremony would be held. Darwin had expressed this wish to his wife Emma a year earlier, when gripped by an intimation of death.


John Lewis, the Downe village carpenter and joiner, used his father’s tools to make Darwin’s coffin.5 Years earlier, Lewis’s father had helped renovate Charles and Emma’s shabby country house. John Lewis had established an oddly intimate relationship with the famous naturalist at the age of fourteen, when he was hired to slosh buckets of ice-cold water over Darwin’s shivering frame as part of a modish water cure for the bowel problems that had made him a semi-invalid. Like so many of the villagers, Lewis respected Darwin as an eccentric but generous supporter of the local poor. They shook their heads when telling stories of seeing him stare for hours at an ant’s nest. He would gravely thank the local children who rushed to open the gate for him as he took his afternoon walk. Lewis had also made the coops for Darwin’s beloved pigeons, which seemed to occupy more of his time even than ants and barnacles. And it was probably the young carpenter who also built the special ‘invalid chair’ that Darwin was compelled to use in his last months to get up the stairs to his bedroom.6


The coffin was built with strong planks of local oak. ‘I made his coffin just the way he would have wanted it,’ John Lewis later recalled, ‘all rough, just as it left the bench, no polish, no nothin.’7 He loaded it onto his cart and trundled up to the house, where he helped the family to lay Darwin out in the local way. The dead man looked lifelike and serene, a sight so poignant that it set his three grown-up sons, William, George and Francis, sobbing. Their grief in turn breached their mother’s crust of control. Emma, at seventy-four, had known her first cousin Charles Darwin all her life, and she had spent forty years of their marriage nursing his ailments, worrying about his godlessness and protecting his work habits. Tough as she was, she sat down beside his coffin and cried.8


As Darwin’s great biographer Janet Browne observes, dying is often our most political act. It was so with Darwin, and none knew this better than Thomas Huxley, the most political and combative of Darwin’s disciples. Huxley thought it appropriate to the historical stature of his friend, as well as essential for the cause of professional science, that he be buried at Westminster Abbey. It was the memorial site of Britain’s greatest achievers: ‘…50 or a 100 years hence it would seem absolutely incredible to people,’ Huxley argued, ‘that the state had in no way recognized his transcendent services to Science’. Under his coaching, the Standard newspaper went further still; it implied that the Darwin family had a patriotic duty to accede to the people’s wishes. ‘We owe it to posterity to place his remains in Westminster Abbey, among the illustrious dead,’ the editor thundered.


This was only one of a barrage of tactical moves that Huxley devised in order to engineer an appropriately grand funeral. Joseph Hooker, his usual helpmate in such matters, was unfortunately ‘utterly unhinged’ by Darwin’s death.9 And despite his own magisterial scientific stature, Huxley faced some formidable obstacles, not least being to persuade some of Britain’s most senior Church of England clergy to bury a professed religious sceptic in the Abbey. Whatever their own private ideas on evolution–and many clergy had found ways to reconcile it with a divine creator–they could not appear to be encouraging freethinkers and atheists. But Britain’s most eminent scientific writer and educator had not acquired his newspaper nickname of ‘Pope Huxley’ for nothing. He was as wily as a pontiff. He induced a clergyman friend, Reverend Frederick Farrar, the Canon of Westminster and an amateur naturalist of liberal views, to put the case for a Westminster burial to the Dean of the Abbey.


Then there was the reluctant family, who were anxious to carry out Darwin’s wishes and did not want to be thought vainglorious. Sir John Lubbock was recruited to persuade them. He wrote to William Darwin admitting that privately he too would have preferred to see Darwin buried ‘in our quiet little churchyard where someday I would have joined him’, but he emphasised that ‘from a national point of view it is clearly right that your father should be buried in the Abbey’.10 Emma was adamant that Darwin’s funeral not be spoilt by the religious controversy that had dominated the press following the publication of The Origin of Species in 1859. Sir William Spottiswoode assured her there’d be none, and once her eldest son decided in favour of Huxley’s proposal, Emma acceded readily enough.


Politicians, both Liberals and Tories, had also to be coaxed, especially Liberal Prime Minister Gladstone, who had frequently clashed with Huxley over evolution. Here too Huxley sought the help of Lubbock, who lobbied a group of science-friendly politicians of all parties and obtained a petition in support of a Westminster Abbey funeral. Public opinion had to be stimulated and guided, but not too obviously. Huxley chose to work through the Standard because of its impeccably conservative reputation.


Finally, some of Darwin’s important fellow scientists and friends had to be rallied. Joseph Hooker, for example, hated any type of ceremonial fuss and favoured a quiet local event.11 Alfred Wallace lived so quietly in the countryside these days that Huxley forgot about him altogether, until reminded by one of Darwin’s sons. Cursing himself for his stupidity, Huxley hastily invited him to be a pallbearer.




To Huxley’s relief, all the leading newspapers followed the cue of the Standard in arguing that British patriotism demanded a suitable acknowledgement by the state of Darwin’s achievements, especially when countries like Germany and France had long accorded him their highest honours. The Vienna Allgemeine had been typical in declaring: ‘Our century is Darwin’s century, we can suffer no greater loss’.12 This cosmopolitan ownership of Darwin had to be usurped; Britain’s national reputation was at stake. Even newspapers like Clerical World agreed that the days of the evolution wars were long forgotten; an accommodation between Christianity and evolution was possible. So successful was Huxley’s strategy that The Times thought it was telling the truth when it claimed that the idea of an Abbey funeral ‘arose, not apparently, in any single mind, but spontaneously and everywhere…it was felt that the Abbey needed it more than it needed the Abbey. The Abbey tombs are a compendium of English deeds and intellect. The line would have been incomplete without the epoch-making name of darwin’.13


With clerical, political, public and family agreement finally secured, Huxley set about organising the trappings for a grand Abbey funeral. A famous firm of Piccadilly undertakers, Messrs T. and W. Banting of St James Street, was hired; they’d been the orchestrators of one of the century’s most magnificent state funerals, that of the military hero Wellington in 1852. John Lewis’s rough coffin was discarded. ‘They sent it back,’ the carpenter complained, and shunted Darwin into a new one, ‘so shiny you could see to shave in.’


Lewis and some other villagers, including the aggrieved publican of the George and Dragon, did share an element of self-interest in their grumbling. Having the world-famous naturalist buried in Downe would be excellent for business: the village would become a place of pilgrimage, Lewis’s coffins would be legendary and pints of beer in brisk demand. But the locals had a point when they complained about the cavalier way in which Darwin’s wishes had been overridden. Lewis was right in saying that the reclusive Charles Darwin ‘always wanted to lie here, and I don’t think he’d have liked [a Westminster Abbey burial]’.14


There was a deeper sense, too, in which Darwin had a right to be recognised as a Kentish naturalist. It was not just that he’d lived for forty years in that brick house with its azaleas and giant old mulberry tree; that he’d conducted his famous homely experiments using vines, floating seeds, and pigeons in its hothouses and roosts; that he’d written most of his great books in its cluttered, comfortable study with engravings of Hooker and Huxley on the wall; or that he’d exchanged ideas in the garden with some of the most brilliant scientists in the world. All these were important enough reasons for him to be buried in the village, but some newspapers also hinted that Darwin had become so intimate with the ‘natural economy’, as they termed it, that it seemed wrong to remove him from it.


Darwin had been linked to the bucolic father of naturalism, Reverend Gilbert White, whose minute and loving journal of the daily activities and interdependencies of the plants and animals of the village of Selborne was a classic.15 Darwin had made a pilgrimage with his son Francis to White’s house and garden in Surrey, and had begun but never completed ‘An Account of Downe’, which Francis thought was intended to be a natural-history diary in the style of White’s.


Like Gilbert White, Darwin had walked every inch of the fields, meadows and birch woods surrounding his home, often several times a day, observing insects, birds and plants with an eye made keen by years of trained observation. Though nobody understood better than he the savagery of nature, nobody better appreciated the ‘peace and silence’ of the hamlet that visitors so often remarked upon.16 He’d recognised that Down House, though only fifteen miles to the south-east of London, was not unlike a remote island in the Pacific, ‘absolutely on the verge of the world’.17 This made it an ideal natural laboratory for testing his ceaseless flow of ideas. His final book, on earthworms, had not only been inspired by a passage in White’s Natural History of Selborne, but had also resulted from his work on the soil and moulds in his own garden.18


In the end, despite agreeing to the Abbey funeral, Emma decided not to attend. Privately she admitted that ‘it gave us all a pang not to have him rest quietly by [his brother] Eras’, and she preferred to stay at the house, which was cluttered with Darwin’s objects and suffused by his presence. A visiting journalist had felt the same sensation as he looked at the shawls, cloaks and cushions still sprawled on Darwin’s ‘ungainly’ chair in front of the fire, at the books, papers, glass shades and card boxes scattered on his table, and at the two plants on a low bench that he’d been studying just before he died.19


The boys and their wives went to Westminster Abbey, where William showed that he’d inherited not only his father’s propensity to baldness, but also his hypochondria. Feeling a breeze blowing through the Abbey and fearing a chill, William sat throughout the ceremony with his gloves perched on his head. Reverend Farrar later told William that the magnitude of the public tribute had ‘over-shadowed private feeling’.20 Neither did the family entirely escape the controversy that Emma had feared. Lady Hope, an aptly named evangelical who’d preached at Downe towards the end of Darwin’s life, began a rumour that he’d rejected evolution on his deathbed and declared himself a Christian. It was nonsense of course–Darwin’s last words had actually been ‘I am not in the least afraid to die’–but the resultant newspaper fuss distressed Emma and the children.


Deep down, those three scientists who had helped carry Darwin’s coffin probably agreed with his wife; each would have preferred a more intimate local burial for the man they had worked with and loved. But they also saw that his funeral was the last and perhaps greatest symbolic battle in a war they’d been fighting for twenty years. They had waged a fierce, unremitting campaign in defence of Darwin’s theory of evolution by natural selection, against a host of scientists, philosophers, clergymen, politicians and others who found its irreligious implications unacceptable. They had fought, too, for the kind of observational, fact-gathering and law-making mode of science that Darwin pioneered.


Thomas Huxley, biologist, palaeontologist and social philosopher, had been tireless in taking Darwin’s ideas to the public, and in extending the implications of evolution to other spheres of science and culture. In private he mourned Darwin as intensely as anyone: he felt ‘a poignant grief…to think I shall never hear his cheery welcome or feel his cordial grasp again’.21 Speaking in public, though, Huxley still used the language of war. He extolled Darwin as a hero and a fighter who ‘led us to victory…He found a great truth, trodden underfoot, reviled by bigots, and ridiculed by all the world; he lived long enough to see it, chiefly by his own efforts, irrefragably established in science, inseparably incorporated within the common thoughts of men…’22


Alfred Wallace, though in some ways as shy and retiring as Darwin himself, echoed Huxley’s martial sentiments. He was proud to be called Darwin’s ‘true knight’, the man who had independently arrived at the same theory of natural selection before Darwin made his own public, and who chivalrously accorded all priority and fame to the older man. Wallace thought of himself as merely a ‘guerrilla chief’ in the evolution war, ‘while Darwin is the great general, who can manoeuvre the largest army, and…lead on his formation to victory’.23


Joseph Hooker, botanist and biogeographer, had been an equally fierce and effective warrior for natural selection, though he took greatest pride in being the man whose judgement Darwin trusted absolutely: ‘my public and my judge’. As he made his last farewell over Darwin’s open grave, Hooker felt saddened to be one of only a few men who really knew the reclusive scientist intimately. ‘But for those of us who have now to mourn so unspeakable a loss, it is some consolation to think, while much that was sweetest and noblest in our lives has ended in that death, his great life and finished work is still before our view; and in regarding them we may almost bring our hearts to cry–Not for him, but for ourselves we weep.’24


And weep they did–for their present, their future and their past. It is so often forgotten that what had brought these four very different and distinguished Victorian figures together so as to be ‘strengthened in brotherly love’ was their separate participation as young men in daring scientific voyages of exploration to the southern oceans.25 These four voyages created ‘a Masonic bond’ as a result of being ‘well salted in early life’.26 The voyagers were tested, emotionally, physically and intellectually, and they felt themselves transformed in the deepest sense–as scientists and as people.


The three younger men had each been conscious of following in Darwin’s wake. His famous Voyage of the Beagle, detailing his trip to South America, Australia and the South Seas, had been their inspiration. It offered them so much, beginning with what Darwin modestly called ‘a general interest in Southern lands’: poetic descriptions of tropical landscapes, exciting stories of adventure, exhilarating new methods of discovering the forces that shaped the physical and biological habitats of the Southern Hemisphere. For as the St James Gazette rightly observed, ‘Mr Darwin was not only a discoverer, but a captain and organizer of discovery.’27


Through their South Seas odysseys, these four young, romantically minded amateur naturalists gained access to one of the richest natural laboratories on the globe. They each discovered evidence from which to build new scientific theories, and each stored lifelong memories of a common experience of hardship and pleasure that bound them together like shipmates. Out of these southern adventures grew their friendship, their interlocking scientific interests, and finally, their joint participation in Darwin’s evolution war. The southern oceans were the training ground of the seamen who would lead Darwin’s armada to ultimate victory.
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PART ONE


Charles Darwin and the Beagle, 1831–36
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The Prodigal Son






On 29 August 1831, Charles Darwin, aged twenty-two and just returned home from Cambridge University for two weeks of holiday, presented his father with a ridiculous proposition. Charles had a letter from a Cambridge friend, Reverend John Henslow, conveying an offer of a position as naturalist on a naval survey vessel that would depart England in one month’s time, to circumnavigate the globe via Tierra del Fuego and the East Indies. The voyage would take two years and Charles would have to pay for himself.


It wasn’t the cost that Dr Robert Waring Darwin objected to: heaven knows, he was used to covering his son’s extravagances. It was rather an exasperated fear that the boy would end up ‘an idle, sporting man’. He worried that Charles had been spoiled. Perhaps his dreamy, aimless character was a result of the early death of his mother, in 1817 when he was only eight, and his upbringing by three sisters who’d indulged and scolded him in equal measure. Charles had shown a childhood tendency to draw attention to himself by making up romantic and sensational stories. He’d also developed a passionate love of the outdoors.


As a doctor and a man of robust commonsense, Robert Darwin knew that a boyish enthusiasm for fishing, raiding birds’ nests, stealing fruit, collecting shells and hunting rats was perfectly natural and healthy. It had shown to good effect in Charles’s tall, muscular frame and strong legs. Dr Darwin, who kept a detailed record book of his botanical plantings, had also gained great pleasure from his younger son’s company in the garden of their Shrewsbury house, the Mount. On the other hand, the doctor had begun to realise, unless Charles’s recreational zest was balanced by a willingness to commit to some form of useful learning, it could become a means of escaping the responsibilities of adulthood.


Dr Darwin wondered if he was partly to blame for Charles’s lack of direction. Perhaps he’d been too preoccupied with work and too generous with the boy’s allowance? The doctor had been so devastated by the loss of his wife, Susannah, that he’d immersed himself in his profession. Being the best-known, best-paid physician in Shrewsbury was demanding of his time, and he’d also developed a supplementary business as a money broker: he raised money for investors and occasionally invested personally in the burgeoning network of canals and roads that were criss-crossing the industrialising county of Shropshire. This could be risky, of course, but it was also highly profitable, as long as one was careful and a good judge of character. Dr Darwin was both, and he’d become one of the richest men in the county.


Charles was a puzzle. He’d grown up a delightful boy in so many ways–affectionate, sensitive and energetic. He listened attentively to his elders, doted on his sisters, Marianne, Caroline, Susan and Emily, and adored his clever, rather literary older brother Erasmus. Neither did Charles seem stupid; if he put his mind to something he was able to learn quickly enough. This hadn’t shown in his school results, admittedly, which were average to mediocre. At the age of nine he’d been sent as a boarder to Shrewsbury Grammar, a school close to their house and famous throughout the country under the headmastership of the learned Dr Samuel Butler. Although Charles had appeared to work conscientiously enough, he showed no talent for the classical studies that dominated the school’s curriculum. He’d been chastised by the headmaster for his lacklustre efforts in Latin and Greek verse, and for wasting time reading Shakespeare’s histories and fooling about with chemicals. His nickname of ‘Gas’ was not intended to be complimentary.


Charles had never settled at the school; he’d taken advantage of every unmonitored period in the daily routine to dash the mile home to gossip with his sisters and play with his dogs. When not making these risky little escapes, he mooned about reading poems and romances by Byron and Scott, or sensational travel and adventure stories in boys’ magazines. He had a vivid imagination and something of an aesthetic bent, which showed up in his stories, his reading and his ‘poetic fancy’.1 He also developed a passion for hunting on his uncle Josiah Wedgwood’s country estate, Maer, thirty miles from Shrewsbury.


By the time Charles was fifteen, Dr Darwin decided there was no point in him continuing at the school. Tolerant as he normally was, the doctor made his first of several angry predictions: ‘you care for nothing but shooting, dogs and rat-catching, and you will be a disgrace to yourself and all your family’.2 He sent Charles to Edinburgh University to become a physician, in the footsteps of his grandfather, father and older brother. Although the Darwins boasted a long and distinguished lineage as country gentry, they prided themselves on acquiring respectable vocations. Erasmus, who was finishing his medical degree at Edinburgh, would help Charles find his feet.


Robert Darwin had already seen some hopeful signs that his younger son might apply himself in this capacity. As a child, Charles loved to squeeze himself into the carriage beside his father’s massive bulk and listen to his medical theories and diagnoses. In the months immediately before going to university, Charles showed that he’d grasped Dr Darwin’s central tenet of good doctoring: be optimistic and confident and a cure will often follow; most patients were not really seeking medical treatment so much as advice and comfort about their domestic unhappinesses.3 Charles tried this remedy on a small group of patients among the local poor, who’d been pleased by the attention. Dr Darwin was impressed by his son’s sensitive manners and careful records.4


But the Edinburgh experiment proved a disaster, though it took nearly two years before Dr Darwin realised the full extent of his son’s alienation. Despite enjoying the convivial company of Erasmus and his friends for the first year, Charles complained in letters to his sisters about musty, boring lectures on the materia medica, and disgusting, blood-soaked anatomy demonstrations. Here again Dr Darwin was not unsympathetic: he hadn’t liked medicine at first either. He understood his son’s repulsion at having to dissect corpses amidst the stench of guts, and his distress at having to watch limbs being hacked off screaming children, but Dr Darwin had learnt to tamp down his squeamishness and do the necessary minimum of these activities.


Charles, by contrast, let his feelings run away with him and swore never to lay eyes on such horrors again. Dr Darwin had given both his sons to understand that if they exerted themselves in order to gain a medical qualification, they wouldn’t necessarily have to practise: they would inherit enough money to live in comfort. Erasmus had taken the hint, but Charles seemed to treat the prospect of an inheritance as a further inducement to idleness.


There was little consolation for the doctor in Charles’s extracurricular enthusiasm for naturalism. Natural history and philosophy were fine as adjunct subjects to a medical degree, but they would not in themselves lead to any paid employment. Naturalism was mostly the preserve of enthusiastic amateurs–clergymen whiling away idle moments in their rural parishes, genteel young women drawing butterflies and pressing plants, artisans finding themselves a self-improving hobby. Lectures in subjects like botany were given at Edinburgh mainly to young men intending to practise in the colonies, where medicines were not easy to obtain.


And it was not as if Charles was any more conscientious about attending lectures in those fields than in other parts of the curriculum. He griped to his sisters about the tedious zoological and geological lectures of the famous scholar, Professor Jameson, and he swore to never again study or read a book on the wearisome subject of geology.5 No, Dr Darwin suspected that his son’s fascination for natural history was similar to his obsession with hunting–commendable for its zeal and harmless as a hobby, but an undesirable substitute for serious work. Though generous about covering a stream of expenses, the doctor found it difficult to see how some of them–such as paying a former black slave to teach Charles how to stuff birds–were going to advance the boy’s career.


Charles was also prone to wandering along Scottish beaches with naturalist-minded professors, gathering up crustacea in tide pools, and philosophising about the age of the earth. Dr Darwin–whose own father, another Erasmus, had been a famous poet as well as a physician–understood the pleasures of the imagination, but he didn’t fool himself that going trawling for oysters with Newhaven fishermen qualified as work. Such activities looked much more like an extension of Charles’s delight in stalking partridge through the woods, or tramping across the north Welsh countryside to admire crashing waterfalls.6


When Charles eventually gave up his medical course in 1827, Dr Darwin felt bound to put his foot down. If the boy wanted to fritter away his life shooting snipe and collecting beetles, he must at least take a degree that would cloak such hobbies with a modicum of gentility. In short, he must resort to the stock refuge of the educated idle and become a Church of England clergyman. True, the Darwins were not a religious family–Charles’s mother Susannah Wedgwood had been raised a Unitarian, a nonconformist religion so rationalist as to border on free thought–but, largely for social reasons, her children had been baptised in the Church of England. Charles’s easygoing orthodoxy extended to believing vaguely in the truth of the Bible and adhering to the Anglican creed. So it was agreed that he would go to Cambridge to take a bachelor’s degree.


Everyone in the family knew that his incentive was not so much religion as an aspiration to emulate the life of the famous clergyman naturalist, Reverend Gilbert White, author of The Natural History of Selborne, a gentle, arcadian record of the daily doings of the plants, birds and animals of a small rural parish in Hampshire. After reading it, Charles had wondered excitedly ‘why every gentleman did not become an ornithologist’.7


Charles’s reduced career goal proved within range of his stamina and abilities. He struggled at first: the wasted years at school meant that he had to take special tutoring to regain some rudimentary knowledge of Latin and Greek and to brush up his algebra. Once at Cambridge, he continued to party hard, but he also worked enough to pass his preliminary exams with ease, and eventually to graduate in the respectable position of tenth out of the non-honours candidates.


Dr Darwin’s relief was so palpable he was happy to indulge his son’s leisure activities. He didn’t jib greatly at Charles’s extravagant spending on food, cards and wine, or at reports from his daughters of the boy’s continued obsession with hunting, rambling and insect collecting. On one occasion, his tutor at Christ’s College was greatly alarmed by cracking sounds emanating from behind young Darwin’s door: Charles was practising snuffing out a moving candle with the puff of air detonated by his unloaded shotgun.8




At Cambridge, Charles met up with a former teacher of his brother’s, the Reverend John Henslow, who inspired him to become a regular at Friday soirées and weekend naturalist outings–and even to attend a course of botany lectures. Through Henslow, Charles mixed with senior university dons like William Whewell, the natural philosopher, and Adam Sedgwick, the geologist.9 Charles’s hero-worship of the sociable and tolerant Henslow appeared to be all to the good. Aside from provoking him into becoming an even more energetic gatherer of plants and insects, it reinforced his belief in the congeniality of a clerical career.10


Dr Darwin did not even mind when Charles, towards the end of his time at Cambridge in 1831, read a book lent to him by Henslow and became infatuated with the idea of exploring the tropical environment of Tenerife in the Spanish-owned Canary Islands. It was an eccentric destination, but the boy deserved a holiday as a reward for attaining his degree.


In the event, Charles’s zeal outran his planning abilities, and the trip was delayed for a year because of a missed schedule and the death of one of his intended companions. Henslow, in the meantime, gave constructive direction to Charles’s naïve enthusiasm by urging him to prepare for the trip intellectually. Though hopeless at languages, Charles laboured for a while to teach himself the rudiments of Spanish, and thanks again to Henslow’s good offices, undertook a short field trip in August 1831 as assistant to Adam Sedgwick. The gruff Yorkshire professor agreed to give the boy a crash course in practical geology among the mountains of Snowdonia in North Wales, so that he might better understand the volcanic structures of Tenerife.


It was immediately after this episode that Henslow’s note about the voyage around the world arrived. Dr Darwin pointed out in no uncertain terms that this was a wholly different prospect to holidaying in Tenerife for a few weeks: it could involve years of absence, along with the perils of shipwreck, drowning and tropical disease. The doctor knew no more about sailing than did his son, but he did know that sailors were regarded as social vagabonds who spent all their time on shore drinking, whoring and fighting. Keeping such company could only harm Charles’s reputation and his chances of gaining a clergyman’s position, along with his commitment to such a career. As for working as a ship’s naturalist in South America, what possible good could it do, especially when Charles had precious few credentials for the job?


It was obvious, Dr Darwin speculated, that other, qualified naturalists had already turned down the offer. Had Charles thought to ask why? What was it about the captain, the ship or the proposed voyage that had led them to refuse? And what would it say for Charles’s future standing that he was willing to take on a position spurned by better men?11


 


Dr Darwin’s instinct was correct: there was something unusual about the captain, the voyage and the ship, still more about the request to take on his son as naturalist. He was wrong, however, to assume the worst. Captain Robert FitzRoy’s proposed voyage of the Beagle to survey South America and other parts of the Southern Hemisphere was distinctive mainly for being one of the best-backed, best-prepared and most ambitious survey voyages sponsored by the Admiralty Board since the end of the Napoleonic Wars in 1815.


Captain FitzRoy, though only twenty-six years old, was one of the stars of Britain’s peacetime navy. In an institution where social rank still mattered as much as ability, his credentials were stellar. Descended from the ennobled bastard line of Charles II, he counted the Duke of Grafton as his uncle on one side of his family, and Lord Londonderry, brother of the late Viscount Castlereagh, on the other. Both uncles were influential in court and government. Because his father, Lord Charles FitzRoy, owned large swathes of land in Northamptonshire, Robert was also personally wealthy. On top of all this, he’d benefited from the modernising impulses within the British navy. After being educated at Harrow, he graduated through the Royal Naval College at Portsmouth with record marks, excelling in subjects like mathematics, astronomy, mechanics, hydrostatics and cartography.


Once at sea, he proved an equally brilliant practical sailor. He honed his sailing and navigation skills as a junior officer on stints in the Mediterranean, in South American waters, and along the treacherous Cornish coast, before eventually catching the eye of an ex-Nelson veteran, Sir Robert Otway. The flag-lieutenant’s influence soon procured FitzRoy’s first command, in October 1828–yet it had come under the most testing of circumstances.


A few months earlier, Captain Philip Parker King’s naval surveying expedition in South America had been forced to make a sudden return to Rio de Janeiro because the captain of his support vessel, the Beagle, had shot himself in a fit of depression. Captain Pringle Stokes had recorded in his log plenty of reasons to be depressed. He had been charged with mapping the coastline of bleak Tierra del Fuego, near Cape Horn, and his ship was dangerously unseaworthy, his charts riddled with errors, and his men ill with scurvy. Tierra del Fuego had the same latitude as Newfoundland but worse weather. Incessant grey sleet and violent storms battered the Beagle and frayed the captain’s nerves. Under such conditions, he confided to his journal, ‘the soul of a man dies in him’. He decided his body should follow suit.12


Following the collapse of the Spanish and Portuguese empires during the Napoleonic wars, a rash of independent nations had emerged in South America. While the United States proclaimed their authority over the area in the Munro Doctrine, European sea powers jockeyed to exploit the opportunities opened up within this resource-rich region. The British navy surveyed much of the continent’s east coast, paving the way for trade by enhancing the navigability of one of the most dangerous coastlines in the world and justifying the presence of substantial peacetime fleets. Surveying this locality was not, however, an easy job.


Tumbled into command of the Beagle at the age of twenty-three, FitzRoy had excelled. He restored the crew’s collapsed morale by leading them in singing ‘merry’ sea shanties. He surveyed the difficult coastline with exemplary accuracy, dealt firmly but responsibly with thefts and attacks by natives, weathered a freakish storm that killed two men and careened the Beagle to the point of capsize, and won the admiration of his commander, Captain King, who’d originally wanted to appoint someone else to the position. It was not only FitzRoy’s superb seamanship that garnered such respect, he’d also shown initiative and high moral aspiration by deciding to bring home four Fuegian hostages to be educated in the Christian religion at his own expense, with the aim of returning them to the region as translators and envoys for future naval surveys.13


Even so, young FitzRoy’s ambitions to return to South America had initially been blocked by penny-pinching naval officials. He was on the verge of financing his own small ship to take the three surviving and freshly indoctrinated Fuegians back to their homeland, when the Lords of the Admiralty suddenly offered him command of the Beagle to undertake a new scientific survey to South America and the East Indies. They had been influenced by pressure from FitzRoy’s uncle, Lord Grafton, and still more by the internal machinations of two Admiralty employees, who saw the young naval captain as an ideal figure to further their political ambitions.


John Barrow, Second Secretary of the Admiralty Board, was a former African explorer and a wily civil servant with indefatigable powers of persuasion. His patriotic zeal and love of geographical exploration fostered several generations of would-be naturalists. An incorrigible schemer who wrote regularly for the influential Quarterly Review, he urged the Admiralty to deploy Britain’s demobbed naval officers–currently unemployed on half-pay–as a peacetime force for extending Britain’s imperial power. They would use their naval expertise to ‘discover’ unexplored lands, to map and chart sea passages, and to open up trade routes and settlements in New World regions like South America, Africa, Australia, and the Arctic and Antarctic circles.14


A key ally in this enterprise was Captain Francis Beaufort, the newly appointed Admiralty Hydrographer, a naval veteran who believed that the maritime sciences of hydrography, magnetic and astronomical charting, and weather prediction could revolutionise the navy and, in the process, extend Britain’s geopolitical and economic reach.


FitzRoy was an ideal protégé. The well-connected young captain’s expertise in naval sciences would instigate a new kind of surveying that made use of the latest scientific knowledge and precision technologies. He would help generate a scientific girdle for Britannia, a chain of accurate measurements that circled the world.15


This influential duo helped to prise open the tight coffers of the Naval Board, responsible for fitting out and supplying survey voyages. As a result the Beagle was refitted at a cost almost equal to her initial commissioning. She’d originally been a two-masted, ten-gun brig, of a type known wryly in the service as the ‘coffin’ class, because the low position in the water made the brigs vulnerable to capsize and swamping by even moderate waves. For surveying purposes, the Beagle had been converted to a barque. An extra mizzenmast at the rear, and the addition of cross-rigged sails at the bow and stern were designed to enable her to point closer into the wind.


Not satisfied, FitzRoy had her main deck raised, forward and aft, to give additional space below and to increase her stability. He had a new layer of fir planking and copper sheathing laid on the hull to improve her strength, speed and tonnage. To combat the legendary gales of Cape Horn, he also demanded the strongest spars and rigging the navy could procure.


If essential requests were refused, FitzRoy paid for them himself, including the provision of two extra whaleboats for navigating bays and rivers, and twenty-two chronometers to ensure exact navigational readings. As well as covering the cost of transporting the three Fuegians, and an English missionary to capitalise on their conversions, he financed an expert clockmaker to tend the chronometers, and an artist, Augustus Earle, to produce a visual record of the voyage. Finally he approached Beaufort for permission to carry a gentleman naturalist, who would be self-financing but supported on naval stores.16


FitzRoy’s request for a supernumerary naturalist was unusual. The Admiralty and Naval boards were not opposed to having a naturalist on survey voyages, but insisted that naturalism should be an extra and unpaid part of the work of someone on the ship’s muster. By convention, the position had come to be regarded as the province of the surgeon or assistant surgeon. The Beagle’s appointed surgeon, Robert McCormick, seemed appropriate. He was an experienced voyager and had ambitions of publishing a natural-history journal and building a reputation as a geologist.


What FitzRoy really wanted, however, was a gentleman companion with whom he could discuss diverting topics like philosophy, and with whom he could, if necessary, share more personal issues. He knew how isolated naval captains could feel on long survey voyages, a result of the need to display a sovereign-like authority over officers and crew. Having to exercise unquestioned power, enforced by corporal punishment, a captain could not afford to become intimate with his officers, however much he might like or respect them. Every naval commander knew how the soured friendship between Captain Bligh and Fletcher Christian had led to the mutiny on the Bounty in 1789.




FitzRoy believed he had a more than usually urgent need for such a confidante. He’d been stung by the grisly suicide of Pringle Stokes, whose life had leaked away in the Beagle captain’s cabin over four days. The incident revived a long-suppressed fear in the young captain that he carried a hereditary taint of madness. A decade earlier, his famous uncle, Viscount Castlereagh, had slashed his throat with a cut-throat razor after developing an obsession that he was being blackmailed for a homosexual offence in Hyde Park. Already FitzRoy had felt premonitions of Castlereagh’s fate in his own tendencies to explosive rage, his paranoid suspicion of colleagues, and his bouts of melancholy. There were times when he could hardly bring himself to speak or act. If he was going to survive the voyage of the Beagle, he needed to take a human antidepressant with him.


 


Francis Beaufort filtered FitzRoy’s request for a gentleman naturalist through a variety of his Cambridge connections, two of whom, including Henslow, eventually turned down the offer for domestic reasons. Once Henslow realised that the captain’s prime concern was for a companion, he thought of his personable young friend Charles Darwin. Genteel, congenial and domestically unencumbered, he seemed a perfect candidate.


Henslow’s letter to Charles of 24 August 1831 conveying the offer was tactful and reassuring. He stressed that his recommendation was being made ‘not on the supposition of yr being a finished Naturalist, but as amply qualified for collecting, observing & noting anything new to be noted in Natural History’. He also emphasised the importance of Darwin’s social credentials: ‘Captain F. wants a man (I understand) more as a companion than a mere collector & would not take anyone however good a Naturalist who was not recommended to him likewise as a gentleman.’17 Without a second thought, Charles decided that he wanted to take up the offer.




Yet he was not completely confident he could do the job. Judging from his autobiography, written many years later, he shared some of his father’s doubts. Charles acknowledged that much of his boyhood passion for collecting natural-history objects had been indiscriminate, and that his love of rambling, stalking and hunting was motivated largely by Crusoe-like fantasies. Later still, recalled Joseph Hooker, Darwin admitted that up until 1830 ‘the only objects of natural history…he cared for were foxes and partridges’.18 Charles’s own summation of his academic career was even harsher than his father’s: ‘during the three years which I spent at Cambridge my time was wasted…as completely as at Edinburgh and school’.19


He’d either squandered or failed to take up many opportunities to gain a serious grounding in natural-history subjects such as zoology and geology, and he cursed his lazy abandonment of the useful skills of dissection and anatomical drawing.20 Despite becoming friendly for a time with the brilliant Edinburgh doctor and marine expert Robert Grant, Darwin had shown no interest in Grant’s heterodox French ideas about the capacity of species to transmute by passing on useful adaptive traits to their offspring.21 On Darwin’s recent field trip around Snowdonia with Professor Adam Sedgwick, his geological knowledge had proved rudimentary. He simply didn’t know what to look for. After a short time, he’d left the professor searching for fossils on the shores of a small lake at Cwym Idwal to launch out on a private hike through ‘some strange wild places’ in the mountains, before eventually joining student friends at the seaside town of Barmouth.22


Even Darwin’s friendship with Henslow, which had inspired him to become a more serious student of nature during his last terms at Cambridge, was fuelled as much by his admiration of the professor’s moral and poetic qualities. The energetic, outdoor Henslow was the kind of muscular clergyman Charles wanted to be. Most of all, the two came to share a romantic dream of exploring tropical places. Henslow had nursed this fantasy ever since winning as a school prize a copy of François Levaillant’s lively travel book on mysterious Africa.23 He in turn infected his young protégé with ‘tropical fever’ by lending him the Prussian scientist Alexander von Humboldt’s Personal Narrative of a Journey to the Equinoctial Regions of the New Continent. This was a huge, sprawling account of a scientific exploration of Brazil with companion Aime Bonpland from 1799 to 1804. The flowery English translation by Romantic English writer Helen Maria Williams had the effect of exciting Darwin like nothing he’d read before.24


For much of 1830–31 he could think of little else, even though he was attracted at this time to a young family friend, Fanny Owen. Fanny aside, Charles became fixated with the idea of taking a tour of Tenerife, the subject of one of Humboldt’s most evocative pieces of writing.25 Darwin’s imagination fizzed with images of palms, lianas, orange groves, volcanos and sandy beaches. He confessed in letters to his sisters that he deliberately stoked his ‘Canary ardour’ and worked himself into a ‘tropical glow’ by visiting hothouses and zoos, his copy of Humboldt in hand. At every opportunity he read out passages to friends, and badgered them to accompany him on a short collecting tour.26


Only by visiting these places, Darwin maintained, could they hope to experience them in the same intense way Humboldt had. He wanted to feel the same riot of emotions, the same intoxicating rush of speculative inspiration. ‘I never will be easy,’ he vowed to his sister Caroline, ‘till I see the peak of Teneriffe [sic] and the great Dragon tree; sandy, dazzling plains, and gloomy silent forest are alternately uppermost in my mind.’27


Dr Darwin thought this Tenerife obsession more a romantic fantasy than a serious naturalist excursion–a last hurrah of youth. Charles, for his part, knew that he possessed capacities, latent and newly aroused, that had impressed accomplished Cambridge dons like Grant, Henslow, Sedgwick and Whewell. He knew that his curiosity about nature was limitless, that he could work on things of interest to him as intensively as any scholar, that he was prepared to tackle difficult problems and to speculate freely about their solution. He confessed to Henslow in July 1831, ‘As yet I have only indulged in hypotheses; but they are powerful ones, that I suppose, if they were put into action but for one day, the world would come to an end.’28


Some of the attributes that Dr Darwin judged frivolous Charles knew to be valuable. He was strong and fit, a good rider and a keen shot–all essential skills for collecting geological, faunal and floral specimens. The hunter-collector in him was based on a fascination with the habitats and behaviours of birds and animals. If he wasn’t a ‘finished naturalist’, he had at least laid foundations. He’d learnt from his boyhood beetle-collecting how to observe, capture, preserve and display specimens; from the ex-slave John Edmondstone how to stuff birds; from Grant how to use a microscope to uncover the minute internal structures of marine species; from Jameson the elements of zoological anatomy and classification; from Henslow how to identify the structures, taxonomies and locations of rare plants; and from Sedgwick how to read basic stratigraphy and take samples. Charles Darwin was no dunce.


Henslow’s prescribed reading for the Tenerife trip had also taken Darwin well beyond mere romance. Poring over Humboldt’s Personal Narrative in 1831 taught him that the aesthetic pleasures of the picturesque traveller and the intellectual satisfactions of the empirical scientist could be complementary. Humboldt believed that the naturalist should seek to capture the unity and harmony of nature in all its diversity, and hence that poetic and painterly abilities were as important as empirical and mathematical ones.


This chimed with Darwin’s own aesthetic inclinations, which were informed by a liking for English poets, such as Wordsworth, Coleridge and Shelley, as well as a knowledge of contemporary art theories of the picturesque and the sublime. Along with the Lake poets, he believed that the intuitive ‘inner sense’ of a cultivated, sensitive mind might at a glance grasp the harmony and unity that underlay nature’s physical and organic diversity–what Wordsworth in Lyrical Ballads (1798) described as ‘the passions of men…incorporated with beautiful and permanent forms of nature’.


Humboldt also taught him that the naturalist should train himself to measure the precise material characteristics of climate, soil, humidity, elevation and species that shaped the environments of distinct natural regions. The data obtained should be used comparatively so as to devise a picture of the whole of nature.


At the same time, Henslow’s recommendation of a new book by the British astronomer Sir John Herschel, A Preliminary Discourse on the Study of Natural Philosophy, excited Charles with the sweeping potency of the scientist’s methods. Attention to true cause and empirical facts would help uncover objective laws. For the first time Darwin felt ‘a burning zeal’ to make some mark in science, in the manner of these two great explorers of the natural world.29


 


Kindly Dr Darwin could hardly fail to notice his son’s palpable disappointment at having to decline Henslow’s offer to travel around the world, and he suddenly made a critical concession. If any man of good sense could be persuaded to endorse this harebrained scheme, he told his son, he was prepared to reconsider his opposition.


As he probably intended, this goaded Charles into riding to Maer to recruit the support of his industrialist uncle, Josiah Wedgwood. Sure enough, all the Wedgwood family were sympathetic to the idea of the voyage, and anxious that the doctor revise his judgement. Charles accompanied Josiah Wedgwood in his carriage back to Shrewsbury, fretting all the thirty miles. Once there, Uncle Jos proceeded to lay out an astutely modulated rebuttal of all Dr Darwin’s objections.


Though naturalism was not a profession, Uncle Jos conceded, it would surely do Charles no harm as a clergyman and a gentleman to have his intellectual horizons widened in this way. The fact that others more qualified had declined the position was no reflection on Charles, or on the calibre of the naval expedition: he ‘could not conceive that Admiralty would send out a bad vessel on such a service’. On the crucial question of whether the voyage might weaken Charles’s resolve to settle down as a clergyman, Uncle Jos presented a telling point: ‘You are a much better judge of Charles’s character than I can be. If on comparing this mode of spending the next two years with the way in which he will probably spend them if he does not accept this offer, you think him more likely to be rendered [un]steady, and unable to settle, it is undoubtedly a weighty objection. Is it not the case that sailors are prone to settle in domestic and quiet habits?’30


It was a decisive thrust, not least because long-suffering Dr Darwin had just received a fresh swag of Charles’s unpaid Cambridge bills. Sensing victory, Charles chipped in with the cheeky consolation that ‘I should be deuced clever to spend more than my allowance whilst on board the Beagle’. ‘Yes,’ the doctor replied. ‘But they tell me you are very clever.’31


It remained for Charles to convince FitzRoy to accept him formally as the Beagle’s naturalist. This proved more difficult than expected because the captain was beginning to have doubts about the whole idea. Perhaps his concerns were prompted by Beaufort’s rather extravagant description of Darwin as ‘a savant’, or perhaps FitzRoy, a deep-dyed Tory, had heard from somewhere that his prospective companion was a damned Whig. As likely as not, the captain simply wondered about the wisdom of having an unknown person living with him at such close quarters. What if their personalities grated? The inescapable proximity of such a person could actually worsen his depressive tendencies. Furthermore, the presence of the Fuegians and other supernumeraries now meant that the Beagle’s muster was stretching the accommodation beyond its limits.


On their first meeting, FitzRoy therefore set himself to be discouraging. He voiced his doubts about available space on the ship, and indicated that he’d already invited a distant cousin to serve in the position. Did Mr Darwin realise, moreover, that they were unlikely to be going to the South Seas but rather to Patagonia, one of the harshest environments in the world? The voyage could be protracted beyond two years and would anyway be full of hardship and danger. It was certainly not a prospect for faint hearts. FitzRoy later admitted that he’d also made a snap phrenological diagnosis that the shape of Darwin’s nose suggested irresolution.


But in spite of his squashy nose and reputation as a savant, Darwin won FitzRoy over. His strong physique, easy personality and gentlemanly pedigree dissolved all doubts. The cousin vanished from consideration and the two young men discussed guns and shooting, nautical and natural science, and the pleasures of southern landscapes. Darwin’s excitement was infectious, his deference pleasing. FitzRoy, now convinced, set about finding his new companion even better accommodation than he’d expected.


Darwin meanwhile returned to his family raving about the handsome, intelligent and gentlemanly sailor, so self-assured and experienced that he was reminiscent of Nelson. He scribbled a note to Henslow on 5 September 1831: ‘What changes I have had: till one today I was building castles in the air about hunting foxes in Shropshire, now Llamas in America.–There is indeed a tide in the affairs of men.’32


His excited sisters nicknamed FitzRoy ‘Captain Wentworth’, after Jane Austen’s romantic hero, but an offer to provide the captain with a copy of Persuasion was rejected.33 Even so, with his tendency to hero-worship, Darwin declared the slight, dark and handsome FitzRoy his ‘beau ideal of a captain’.34


Darwin didn’t expect, though, to have his fortitude tested even before embarkation, preparation for which proved more protracted than anyone anticipated. Charles and his father worried initially that there wasn’t enough time to make ready for the voyage: the letter of offer had suggested the Beagle would sail within a month. September disappeared in frenzied activity, with Dr Darwin proving characteristically generous now that he’d committed himself to releasing his son to this wild adventure. Charles bought clothes, books and equipment for the trip, including pistols and a fine rifle, a bargain that he assured his father might easily have cost twice as much. As he chortled to one of his friends, he’d have need of such weaponry, ‘for we shall have plenty of fighting with those d—d Cannibals.’35


He consulted experts on the Southern Hemisphere, including the surveyor Captain King, who talked to him about meteorology and whose young midshipman son would share Darwin’s tiny poop cabin. When inspecting his cramped sleeping space, he met another of its future occupants, the mate John Lort Stokes, who was to draw up his charts on the same small table where Darwin would pore over his microscope. Robert Brown, the shy scholar at the British Museum who’d circumnavigated Australia with Flinders and become the world’s authority on Australian flora and fauna, showed Charles a range of Antipodean specimens.


On 8 November, Darwin moved his things aboard, but it was almost another month before he began sleeping on the ship. For most of this time he found himself half numbed, half awed by the frantic pace at which the Beagle was fitted out and victualled. He confessed to his sister Susan, ‘My spirits about the voyage are like the tide, which runs one way and that is in favour of it, but so by a number of little waves, which may represent all the doubts and hopes that are continually changing my mind.’36 Hesitantly he began a journal, as much as anything to give himself some sense of purpose while a bewildering world sprang into shape around him.


In the event, delays ensured that there was ample time for him to discover just how alien this new wooden world would be. Thanks to extreme adverse weather conditions, the Beagle’s attempts to set sail had twice to be aborted. While docked in Plymouth in November and December, Charles missed his family with an aching homesickness that he’d never before experienced. He learnt how awkward it was to get into a narrow naval hammock slung in a space so small that he had to remove drawers from a chest each night to make room for his six-foot frame–he slept with his head protruding into the space thus created. He experienced the disturbing insularity of the ship’s officers: when not talking obsessively about sail settings in a language he found as unintelligible as Hebrew, they enjoyed alarming him with tall tales about the rituals that Neptune would inflict on him when they crossed the equator.


He began to discover, too, that like most people with a little medical knowledge, he was a hypochondriac. Racked with stomach pains and heart palpitations, he wondered whether he might have some terrible disease, though part of him sensed that worry about his ability to cope might lie behind it all. He urged himself in his journal to develop steady and industrious methods of work and not throw away ‘an opportunity of improving myself’.37


Worst of all, he had time during their short attempts to beat out of the harbour in battering seas to understand just how susceptible he was to seasickness. ‘I suffered most dreadfully,’ he wrote on 7 December as they doubled the breakwater, ‘such a night I never passed, on every side nothing but misery; such a whistling of wind and roar of the sea, the hoarse screams of the officers and shouts of the men, made a concert I shall not soon forget.’38 The ship was ‘full of grumblers’, but he had no doubt that he was the worst, openly doubting whether the voyage would ever add to the happiness of his life.


FitzRoy did his best to help. As Caroline wrote in reply to her brother’s woeful complaints, ‘Papa’s eyes were full of tears when he thought of your first miserable night and then of your good natured Captain, in all the confusion, paying you a visit & arranging your hammock:–…everything you tell us of him makes him more and more perfect.’39


Just before they finally managed to leave Britain’s shores on 27 December, Darwin had a glimpse of insight into why his father had been so doubtful about the social respectability of sailors. On Christmas and Boxing days, most of the crew managed to get themselves drunk with an animality that shocked even someone familiar with student binges. Darwin conceded the necessity of the severe discipline that followed, but it sickened him. He watched miserable sailors in irons crying and abusing each other, and for days could not get the sounds of their floggings out of his mind.40


All in all, he later recalled, those two months of false embarkation were ‘the most miserable I ever spent’.41 His normally cheerful personality was swamped by ‘dark and gloomy thoughts’.42 More than once he replayed in his mind the portentous conversation with his father at the Mount on 29 August 1831, and wondered whether Dr Darwin might just have been right about what a harebrained idea it was for his son to voyage around the world.















The Philosopher at Sea






Early in the voyage, FitzRoy gave Charles Darwin the nickname of Philos, short for Philosopher. It was a sign of the captain’s growing ease with the young gentleman he had riskily selected to help maintain his sanity. The officers quickly took it up as well, but it’s not clear what the name signified for them. The word ‘philosopher’ at that time referred to someone devoted to the study of such subjects as the character of man, nature, morality, literature and art.


At sea, however, being called a philosopher had an edgier connotation. A philosopher was not as bad as a Jonah–there is plenty of evidence of Darwin’s popularity among both officers and seamen–even so, it was a sobriquet that mocked its owner as a creature out of his element.


Charles Darwin admitted to having boarded the Beagle in 1831 thinking of a ship as simply ‘a large cavity containing air, water and food mingled in hopeless confusion’.1 Within weeks he was complaining that even the simplest shore-based comforts, such as washing oneself with soap, became ‘so much extra trouble at sea’ that they were scarcely worth doing. A month out of harbour he exploded in exasperation to his diary, ‘Oh a ship is a true pandemonium!’2 He puzzled at the obsession with naval rank that made the conversations of his officer colleagues in the gunroom mess ‘so devoid of interest’.3 The relentless misery of seasickness made him curse both the sailor’s vehicle and its element: ‘I hate every wave of the ocean with a fervour,’ he told his cousin. ‘I loathe, I abhor the sea and all ships which are on it,’ he confessed to his family.4


The mutual incomprehension between a landlubber philosopher and a ship’s crew of this era is brilliantly realised in the fiction of Patrick O’Brian, whose naturalist-surgeon character Stephen Maturin has a shipboard ignorance and dislike of naval discipline that provokes the wry tolerance of the sailors he tends.5 Darwin’s nickname was probably also a reflection of his ambiguous standing and role on the ship, since he had been given no formal naval appointment. The official Beagle naturalist was surgeon-geologist Robert McCormick, and, after him, assistant surgeon Benjamin Bynoe. Several other officers could also make scientific claims: FitzRoy in geology, Lieutenant Wickham in botany, Second Lieutenant Sulivan in geology; even fourteen-year-old midshipman Philip Gidley King had learnt some zoology and botany from his surveyor-botanist father. No wonder the raw young Darwin was not at first taken seriously: he was amiable Philos, the captain’s gentleman entertainer.


 


It’s not clear how Darwin himself viewed his status as he struggled to adjust to the unsettling motion and routine of his ‘floating prison’.6 There’s no indication that he minded being called Philos, or sensed any condescension. More likely he welcomed the nickname as a sign of his sovereign captain’s approval: he’d initially felt ‘overwhelmed’ by the variety of subjects he would be expected to discuss at FitzRoy’s table.7




A philosopher was probably a pretty fair description, too, of his self-image at the beginning of the voyage, not least because it fitted the wide-ranging accomplishments of his hero Alexander von Humboldt, whose descriptions of tropical landscapes had made the prospect of a southern voyage so appealing.8In his later years Darwin was to say that the whole course of his life was due to having, as a young man, read and reread Humboldt’s Personal Narrative.9 Henslow had given him an inscribed copy before he set off, and he read it over and over. Lying in his hammock or on the captain’s sofa clasping Personal Narrative and a handful of raisins seemed the only thing that could ease his queasiness. It was better ‘than even novels’ for vaulting him out of the miseries of his swaying hammock and onto the solidity of island beaches and Brazilian forest floors, triggering in his mind the sensual pleasure first experienced when reading of Tenerife’s tropical scents and luminous colours.


During those early months at sea, Darwin chafed to leave the ship and replicate Humboldt’s experiences. He wanted to conjure up the same rapturous emotions and to transfer them poetically to others–to his family and friends, of course, but also perhaps to unknown future readers. In May 1832, he ruminated on the mysterious sympathetic power of a great writer’s prose: ‘Few things give me as much pleasure as reading the Personal Narrative. I know not the reason why a thought which has passed through the mind, when we see it embodied in words, immediately assumes a more substantial and true air. In the same manner as, when we meet in dramatick writings a character we have known in life, it never fails to give pleasure.’10


Darwin had begun to discover the pleasures of writing a daily journal soon after moving onto the ship in Plymouth harbour. It was one way to impose order on the chaos around him during the frenetic period of the Beagle’s refitting and victualling. Behind his daily entries lay also a vague ambition to emulate Humboldt’s naturalist journal. Darwin had packed among his books a copy of Edinburgh flower painter Patrick Syme’s edition of Werner’s Nomenclature of Colours. This artist’s handbook enabled the reader to match colour samples to technical descriptors, a handy tool for a would-be writer.11


No wonder, then, that he’d felt such anguish in January 1832 when the Beagle bypassed the port of Madeira because of rough seas, then had to leave the tropical paradise of Tenerife without landing because of cholera quarantine restrictions. ‘Oh misery, oh misery,’ he mourned in his diary. From the deck, the island appeared to be every bit the idyll Humboldt had described. Darwin could see gaudy red and yellow houses, ornate oriental churches, and banks of trading vessels with raked masts moored against ‘the magnificent background of Volcanic Rock’. The air felt ‘deliciously warm’ and he could hear the sound of waves rippling against the stern and see the reflection of stars shining on the water, as bright as ‘little moons’. It reminded him of paintings of the gods presiding in Olympus.12


Perhaps the double deferral was a good thing: it intensified Darwin’s hunger for tropical habitats and gave him time to get used to some of the shipboard routines.


A fortnight later, on 16 January 1832, the Beagle anchored at Porto Praya, chief port of St Jago (Sao Tiago) in the Cape Verde Islands, some 435 miles off the coast of Africa. The harbour’s rather desolate look vanished immediately Darwin landed, to be replaced by ‘the unspeakable pleasure of walking under a tropical sun on a wild and desert island’. He revelled in ‘the glory of tropical vegetation’ as he strolled among groves of tamarinds, bananas, coconuts and palms. He wrote ecstatically:




I expected a good deal, for I had read Humboldt’s descriptions, and I was afraid of disappointment: how utterly vain such fear is, none can tell but those who have experienced what I today have…the numberless and confused associations that rush together on the mind, and produce the effect. I returned to the shore, treading on Volcanic rocks, hearing the notes of unknown birds, and seeing new insects fluttering about still newer flowers. It has been for me a glorious day, like giving a blind man eyes, he is overwhelmed with what he sees and cannot justly comprehend it. Such are my feelings…13





The moods of the tropics vibrated in Darwin’s soul. His future friend Joseph Hooker was to write that ‘nature in all its aspects spoke to [Darwin’s] feelings with a voice that was living and direct’.14 Like the Romantic poets, whom he read almost as often as he read Milton, Darwin’s emotions were threaded with nostalgia. He mourned the passing of a moment of rapture, yet thrilled at the ‘the pleasure…[of] anticipating a time when I shall be able to look back on past events’.15


At the moment when the Beagle passed across the equator into the Southern Hemisphere on 17 February 1832, Darwin had an epiphany. After recovering from the sailor’s ritual of being shaved by a sailor dressed as Neptune with a piece of blunt hoop-iron, he reflected, ‘in quiet solitude’, on how far he’d travelled from home, both geographically and psychologically. Gazing at ‘the bright band of stars ‘from Orion to the Southern Cross’, he experienced ‘a kindred feeling’ across time and space with his predecessor Humboldt, who’d similarly looked up at the Southern Cross and felt ‘one of the dreams of my earliest youth come true’.16


Darwin found it difficult at first to make sense of scenery so novel that it ‘bewilders the mind’. Towards the end of February, he was again overwhelmed by ‘transports of pleasure’ when the Beagle put in at the Bay of All Saints in Bahia (St Salvador), on the east coast of modern Argentina. Tramping through his first rainforest reminded him of ‘the Arabian Nights, with the advantage of reality’.17


A month later, he stayed for two days on a large estate, inland from Rio de Janeiro. The beauty of the forest confronted him with one of the Romantic artist’s stock dilemmas: ‘it is easy to specify individual objects of admiration; but it is nearly impossible to give an adequate idea of the higher feelings which are excited: wonder, astonishment and sublime devotion, fill and elevate the mind’.18


FitzRoy chuckled that his young friend Philos seemed like a child with a new toy.


 


Yet Charles Darwin was much more than a star-struck Romantic: he wanted to match Humboldt’s ‘rare union of poetry with science’. Following his hero, Darwin believed that the naturalist’s task was to discover both the diversity and the underlying unity and harmony of nature. Like a poet, he would work to penetrate the mystery behind the veil of reason, but he would do so in the service of science. This mission meant also using physical instruments, such as barometers, and mathematical techniques, such as statistics, to uncover the laws of nature. Ideally, the naturalist should aim to collect, classify, measure and map the whole natural order.19


To aid in this vast undertaking, Humboldt had divided the natural world into a series of divisions physiognomiques, regions shaped by local climates and soils. These regions could be identified by the presence and distribution of representative plants, such as firs, cacti and grasses, which had developed distinctive interrelationships with other flora and fauna within their habitats. The task of the Humboldtian naturalist was to grasp the environmental character of an individual region and then compare this with other regions, until the ‘natural economy’ of the world could be understood. In short, Humboldt envisaged an ecological mapping of the entire globe.20


Darwin set about this challenging task with the same vigour he’d shown hunting and collecting beetles as a boy. He gathered plants, birds, rocks and marine creatures, using his gun, pick, jars, and a dredging net that trawled daily behind the ship. He also had specialised instruments–a clinometer for determining rock gradients, a hygrometer for measuring air moisture, and a microscope for observing the inner structures of specimens.


His zeal was not always appreciated. The sight of Darwin’s mounting collections, and his use of the naval postage system to send specimens to Henslow in Cambridge, so infuriated the official naturalist, McCormick, that he left the ship at Rio, cursing FitzRoy for allowing an unqualified outsider to usurp his domain. Darwin thought it a good riddance: the man was a pompous ass with antiquated scientific ideas.21


Darwin applied a new regime of self-discipline when describing, assessing, cataloguing, preserving and recording his findings. He’d been introduced to the idea of scientific exactness in Cambridge, but the shipboard rituals of navigating, mapping, logging, sketching, surveying, depth-sounding, and magnetic and meteorological observation gave him a new ‘habit of energetic industry and of concentrated attention to whatever I was engaged in’.22 This ‘training’ or ‘drilling my mind’, as he called it, began even before the ship departed. His cabin-mate John Lort Stokes taught him how to make magnetic readings with a dipping needle, Captain King instructed him in meteorology, and FitzRoy showed him how to take latitude by measuring the angle of the midday sun, and longitude by calculating the time difference between local midday, with the sun at its zenith, and Greenwich time as registered on the ship’s chronometers.


‘I find to my great surprise,’ Darwin wrote to his father on 1 March 1832, ‘that a ship is singularly comfortable for all sorts of work.–Everything is so close at hand and being cramped makes one so methodical, that in the end I have been a great gainer.’23 If he needed reference books, the library contained some two hundred and fifty items, not insignificant by any scholar’s standards, and his ever-tolerant father supported a further stream of purchases throughout the voyage. For Charles Darwin, the Beagle was a type of college, with multidisciplinary knowledge available in an instant, including the artistic talents of landscape painter, Augustus Earle, and his later replacement Conrad Martens.24 Darwin thus became habituated to the post-noon rhythms of shipboard work: while FitzRoy filed his daily logs and made surveying calculations, Darwin would write his journal, transcribe information from notebooks, or tag, number and describe his latest specimens.25


The post-voyage differences that opened up between Darwin and FitzRoy, whose religious fundamentalism intensified after his marriage, have led people to underestimate the depth of their friendship while on board, the similarity of their scientific ideas, and the degree of reliance Darwin placed on his captain and dinner companion. True, they clashed on political and social issues at times, most famously when Darwin’s liberal-emancipist views recoiled from FitzRoy’s Tory-paternalist support for Brazilian slavery. For most of the voyage, however, their ideas on natural history, natural philosophy and even on religion were remarkably compatible and reinforcing. The image of a bible-thumping FitzRoy emerged after the Beagle’s return to England.


For the bulk, if not the whole, of the voyage, Darwin and FitzRoy both believed–like many other British naturalists of the day–that the earth had existed for much longer than the six thousand years claimed in the Bible. They both also believed that species were divinely created and were fixed and permanent, but capable of developing small, temporary variations as a result of environmental shocks and adaptations. They assumed that species had probably been brought into being on earth by more than one divine creation over time, and that such creations had taken place within special ‘centres’, from which plants and animals occasionally migrated in response to changes in geological and environmental conditions. They further held that at the time of creation, each species was perfectly adapted, or designed, to suit its environment. And in accordance with the divine plan, each fresh creation over time, including that of humans, revealed greater complexity and perfection.


At the start of the voyage, both Darwin and FitzRoy saw the natural order as relatively static and harmonious, though interrupted by catastrophic events of the past, such as the Flood, which had brought about extinctions. However, this belief in a stable globe was–as we shall see–modified during the trip by their common reading of Charles Lyell’s Principles of Geology. Both men also agreed that the primary task of the naturalist was to collect, describe and classify as many as possible of the objects of nature so as to show the complete arrangements or ‘orders’ of species.26


And if FitzRoy was more liberal in his views on the natural world than is usually thought, Darwin became gradually more sympathetic to the ways of ships and sailors than some biographers have allowed. Unlike Patrick O’Brian’s sarcastic philosopher-surgeon Maturin, who remained obstinately resistant to naval culture, Darwin eventually found much to admire in shipboard life–at least during the periods when he was not too seasick. His diary shows that an early flood of ‘naval fervour’ was strengthened by a gradual adaptation to both the ‘quiet and regularity’ of ship routine, and to the busy hum of action when sailing in brisk wind on the open ocean.27





OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 
   
     
	 
    
     
	 
    
     
	 
	 
    
     
	 
    
     
	 
	 
    
     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    
  
   
     
  




OEBPS/Images/titlepage.jpg
IAIN McCALMAN

DARWIN’S
ARMADA

SIMON
SCHUSTER





OEBPS/Images/13.jpg





OEBPS/Images/vi.jpg





OEBPS/Images/16.jpg





OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
IAIN McCALMAN

DARWIN’S
ARMADA

SIMON
SCHUSTER





