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To Lesly González Herrera

“grace under pressure”






“I don’t know anything that has gone higher than Darwin—the noble, the exalting; Darwin is to me science incarnate; its spirit is Darwin.”

—Walt Whitman, August 29, 1891
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INTRODUCTION HIDING IN PLAIN SIGHT
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“There was nowhere to go but everywhere,

and keep on rolling under the stars… the western stars.”

—Jack Kerouac, On the Road (draft)



In Victorian-era photographs, Charles Darwin, with Isaac Newton and Albert Einstein, arguably among the world’s three most famous scientists, peers at us from behind the bushy white Old Testament–prophet beard by which the world has come to know him. In the popular imagination, the older Darwin crowds out the vital younger man whose curiosities, risk-taking, and travels aboard HMS Beagle shaped his later theories.

We have scores of images of the older Darwin, many of them photographs. But we have only two widely-known portraits of him before age thirty, neither of them photographs: the earliest, a chalk portrait at age six, posed with his younger sister; the second, a watercolor that captured the then still cherubic-looking young man in his late twenties.

That paucity of images notwithstanding, without Darwin’s travels aboard the Beagle, an odyssey freshly chronicled in these pages, he likely would never have formulated his paradigm-shifting theory of evolution. “The voyage of the Beagle,” he reflected in his later years, “has been by far the most important event in my life and has determined my whole career.”

By now, Darwin’s journeys aboard the Beagle feel like familiar history. But how well do we truly know those travels? Readers, for instance, are familiar with how, sailing aboard a British ship called HMS Beagle, he visited the Pacific Ocean’s remote Galápagos Islands. There, he noticed some interesting tortoises, lizards, and birds. Voila!—then and there, accepted lore informs us, his now famous theory burst into the great man’s hirsute head.

The Voyage of the Beagle being finis, Darwin returned forthwith to England and wrote On the Origin of Species by Means of Natural Selection. And that book, in turn, not only transformed science, it launched a thousand recriminatory sermons, and cartoons depicting the author as a hairy, slouching ape. Gilbert and Sullivan’s comic opera Princess Ida, captured the spirit in 1884: “Darwinian Man, though well-behaved / At best is only a monkey shaved.”

But operas, cartoons, and legends make unreliable emissaries of the past. For starters, Darwin was twenty-two years old when he left England aboard the Beagle and twenty-six when, in 1835, he called at the Galápagos, in the fourth of five years of travels. And those islands proved, for him, initially disappointing, and provided no eureka moment. By contrast, he earlier had adjudged gloomy Tierra del Fuego the journey’s most interesting stop. There, he witnessed the repatriation by his shipmates of three “Fuegians,” Natives of the area kidnapped during an earlier Beagle voyage and brought to England to be Christianized and “civilized.”

In deference to Robert FitzRoy, the Beagle captain with whom Darwin sailed, his published account of his five years of travels, appearing in 1839, provided only a bare-bones account of the story of the three Fuegians. “We staid there five days,” he writes of the ship’s visit, in 1833, to the Tierra del Fuego locale selected as the Natives’ new home. “Captain FitzRoy has given an account of all the interesting events which there happened.”

For the most part, Darwin deferred public reflections on the Fuegians and the issues they raised for him until 1871, when he published The Descent of Man. Appearing a dozen years after Origin of Species, that now often overlooked, two-volume work ranks among the most ambitious of his major books. Bringing, for the first time, Homo sapiens into his portrait of the living world, Descent of Man represented a bolder expression than Origin of Species of its author’s intellectual vision.

Moreover, during Darwin’s Beagle travels, Origin of Species, Descent of Man—and, for that matter, his patriarchal beard—remained decades away. Further undermining the legend, his call in the Galápagos and other (for him) exotic locales belonged to a five-year circumnavigation by a British survey ship, an excursion, in geography and time, of greater breadth than generally assumed.

Puncturing another common assumption, Darwin played no formal role aboard the Beagle. A chance invitation to serve as a meal conversation partner, on topics of natural history, for Captain FitzRoy, placed him aboard the ship. Moreover, the Beagle was dispatched to its far-flung destinations to conduct marine surveys (albeit mainly in South America) for commercial and military—and only incidentally scientific—purposes. And antecedent to those official purposes was FitzRoy’s personal desire to assuage his troubled conscience over his role in the kidnapping of the Fuegians during a previous Beagle voyage he had led.

Moreover, Darwin, before sailing, was then a novice, an “unfinished” naturalist, and had only recently earned, from the University of Cambridge, a Bachelor of Arts degree, of the sort taken by aspirants to the Church of England’s priesthood.

Even the title of the book we now know as The Voyage of the Beagle, first published three years after Darwin’s return, distorts in fundamental ways his travels. To wit, he spent three-fifths of his five-year “voyage” on land—three years and three months on terra firma versus a total of 533 days on water. Not infrequently, arranging to meet the ship at other ports, he set out on overland excursions. During the “voyage,” Darwin completed nine major overland journeys—outings, lasting weeks or months, that took him across mountains, valleys, pampas, rainforests, and deserts. In South America, he conducted those excursions during the 1830s, when few connections linked the continent’s far-flung cities and towns; between them yawned thousands of unmapped miles abounding in ruthless bandits and Indigenous peoples warring with whites.

Voyage of the Beagle, originally published in 1839 under another title, belonged to a three-volume quasi-official account of the, by then, two global survey expeditions with which the Beagle had been associated. Captain FitzRoy, a fervent evangelical and high Tory, oversaw the publishing project. Darwin, by contrast, was a reform-minded, abolitionist Whig. And, as they had aboard the Beagle, the two men, during work on the volumes, shared a sometimes fraught relationship.

The book now known as Voyage of the Beagle drew on a lively diary kept by Darwin during his travels. Compelling writing filled many of Voyage’s pages. Even so, much of his diary’s contents did not make it into that book. Most particularly, he excluded non-survey-related topics, personal tribulations, and materials that FitzRoy might deem irrelevant, frivolous, or offensive. Additionally, in Voyage, because the Beagle made repeated visits to several anchorages, Darwin strayed from his diary’s chronological structure to organize Voyage’s chapters by place. In the end, those and other editorial decisions sacrificed much of his diary’s drama, narrative cohesion, candor, topical breadth, and intimacy—in short what Darwin modestly called the “chit-chat details of my journal.”

In creating my own narrative of Darwin’s travels, I’ve drawn on the full breadth of his writings, published and unpublished. However, in depicting events associated with his Beagle travels, I’ve accorded primacy to writings created during those journeys: his diary, field notebooks, and letters. Typically, those letters, colorful and robustly detailed, were sent to family members and friends—and replete with the mangled spelling (preserved herein) that reflected his circumstances. For further illumination, I’ve also drawn on the correspondence, memoirs, and diaries of others he encountered or traveled with during those years.

Cumulatively, these various writings by Darwin and others constitute a pentimentoI of his early years. To be sure, this lively portrait, heretofore hiding in plain sight, lurks just beneath the more public surfaces of Voyage of the Beagle and Origin of Species. Notably, it depicts formative experiences in the naturalist’s life unfound in—in some cases, deliberately excluded from—those two works.

The panorama often depicts episodes marred by false starts, impulsiveness, and the arrogance of youth. Nonetheless, it’s a portrait, rendered in bold primary colors, that captures Darwin at a magical time, when his imagination, interests, and energies ranged as expansively as HMS Beagle’s global peregrinations.

Darwin’s early career ensued before rigid specialization dominated the sciences, even before the term “science” acquired its modern usage. Moreover, it occurred before universities, foundations, governments, and corporations dominated scientific research, and before specialists walled off the sciences from the arts. Capturing that spirit, the French novelist Honoré de Balzac, in 1831, the same year that Darwin’s Beagle set sail, praised his countryman, paleontologist George Cuvier, who had ignited public fascination with prehistoric fossils. In Balzac’s estimation, Cuvier ranked as successor to Lord Byron, the late titan of that era’s romantic poetry: “Is not” Balzac asked, “Cuvier the great poet of our era? Byron has given admirable expression to certain moral conflicts, but our immortal naturalist has reconstructed past worlds from a few bleached bones; has rebuilt cities… with monsters’ teeth; has animated forests with all the secrets of zoology gleaned from a piece of coal; has discovered a giant population from the footprints of a mammoth.”

Darwin eventually developed the writing skills to convey to specialized and general readers alike the often complex ideas that animated his later books. But for wit and crispness, he reflected late in life, he often preferred his earlier, more spontaneous writings to his later, more labored works: “Sentences thus scribbled down are often better ones than I could have written deliberately.”

These in situ writings from Darwin’s Beagle years also reveal the degree to which, beyond his expected scientific interests, a spirit of wanderlust propelled his youthful journeys. Tellingly, during those wanderings, he never set out on an overland excursion without at least one volume of poetry: “When I could take only a single small volume, I always chose Milton.” At the heart of his wanderings, we thus discover a spirit, energy, and imagination not dissimilar to that which animated writers such as Lord Byron, Jules Verne, Mary Shelley—even Homer.

Beyond science and nature, myriad other topics enliven Darwin’s Beagle writings, including politics, fashion, colonialism, race, architecture, women, South American and Australian cities, Tahitian royalty, gauchos, the British Empire, Indigenous peoples, missionaries, shopping, cuisine, and slavery. Moreover, his dispatch of those and other unexpected topics showcase his often underestimated gifts as a writer. Those talents, after all, contributed to the wide readership later won by Origin of Species, a work whose nominal topic, the transmutation of animal and plant species, hardly constituted standard popular fare. Moreover, the ideas expressed in Origin, however compelling, were already in the air. Thus, it’s a fair question: Absent Darwin’s writing skills, would his book have gained the prestige and influence that it achieved?

By now, it’s widely acknowledged that Darwin’s work influenced many authors of his own day and later—from Thomas Hardy and George Eliot (Mary Ann Evans)II to Aldous Huxley and Kurt Vonnegut. Less appreciated is the degree to which literary influencing was, in Darwin’s case, a two-way street. Rarely acknowledged is the influence on him of authors of a literary bent; and the degree to which he consciously aspired to hone such faculties. Indeed, the Beagle diary and his letters of those years show him already developing the sort of literary skills more readily associated with English travelers such as Charles Dickens, Anthony Trollope, and Harriet Martineau. Likewise, in retrospect, it’s easy to overlook how much, in their picaresque spirit, Darwin’s Beagle writings share with the prose stylings of on-the-road novelists such as Miguel de Cervantes, Mark Twain, and Jack Kerouac (perhaps, in the latter case, with Argentina’s potent maté standing in for Kerouac’s marijuana).

Also undermining expectations, though prone to seasickness and, in later years, often beset with illnesses, Darwin, tall, lean, and fit as a young man, exemplified robust health during his Beagle travels. At many stops, he relished climbing the area’s highest local mountain. And, thanks to years of mounted hunting excursions in England, he impressed gauchos with his marksmanship, and savored extended equestrian journeys over often difficult terrains.

In the posthumously published Autobiography, written in Darwin’s later years, he reflected on the qualities that enabled his success as a scientist:


I think that I am superior to the common run of men in noticing things which easily escape attention, and in observing them carefully. My industry has been nearly as great as it could have been in the observation and collection of facts.… From my early youth I have had the strongest desire to understand or explain whatever I observed—that is, to group all facts under some general laws. These causes combined have given me the patience to reflect or ponder for any number of years over any unexplained problem.



Even so, as Homer observed in The Odyssey, “The gods don’t hand out all their gifts at once.” Darwin, in his Autobiography, assessed the price paid for his mature intellectual attainments, the loss of the artistic pleasures of his youth. “My mind has changed during the last twenty or thirty years,” he lamented. “Up to the age of thirty, or beyond it, poetry of many kinds, such as the works of Milton, Gray, Byron, Wordsworth, Coleridge, and Shelley, gave me great pleasure.” Moreover, “music”—formerly a source of pleasure—“generally sets me thinking too energetically on what I have been at work on, instead of giving me pleasure. I retain some taste for fine scenery, but it does not cause me the exquisite delight which it formerly did.” Indeed, poet William Wordsworth, born decades before Darwin, had understood that arc: “The Child,” he observed, “is father of the Man.”

All writing is artifice, and words can never retrieve the past. But in the pages that follow, I’ve tried to restore to our midst the story and spirit of the adventurous young man who evolved into the bearded patriarch whose ideas still roil and illuminate our world.


	
I. Pentimento, from the Italian pentirsi (to repent or change one’s mind), refers to an emergence, made transparent by time, in a painting of an original element eventually painted-over by the artist.

	
II. For Darwin and Eliot the admiration was mutual: Darwin was an avid reader of Eliot’s works; and Origin of Species would influence the later novels of her career. On a personal level, the two, while not close, shared a warm relationship.








PART I “WE PHILOSOPHERS DO NOT BARGAIN FOR THIS KIND OF WORK,” AUGUST 1833







1 LOOKING FOR THE GENERAL
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“We afterwards heard, that the old major’s suspicions had been very much increased by Harris’s explanation of Mr. Darwin’s occupation. ‘Un naturalista’ was a term unheard of by any person in the settlement, and being unluckily explained by Harris as meaning ‘a man that knows every thing,’ any further attempt to quiet anxiety was useless.”

—Captain Robert FitzRoy, HMS Beagle, Proceedings of the Second Expedition



From a distance, the eight horsemen, an explosive flash of color on the scruffy pampas plain, might have been religious pilgrims on some Medieval-era panel painting. It was late afternoon, August 11, 1833, and the party had left the town of Carmen de Patagones that morning. Riding north, the journey will eventually stretch, for one of the riders, over five hundred lawless miles, ending in Buenos Aires. Increasing the desolation, much of his northbound route will run two to three hundred miles inland from Argentina’s Atlantic coast.

This afternoon, water from a recent storm filled the normally bone-dry wagon ruts that sufficed for roads in these parts. Although slowing the retinue’s passage, the puddles provided fresh water on a journey that typically confounds travelers with a challenging aridity. That day, the men will encounter only two modest springs, both offering only brackish water.

The party consists of five gauchos, a guide, and two Englishmen: James Harris, a businessman living in Carmen de Patagones; the other Charles Robert Darwin, a twenty-four-year-old aspiring naturalist. Among the five, Darwin is the only one riding all the way to Buenos Aires.

Before arriving in South America, Darwin had assumed that his travels would occasionally take him into dangerous country. But, having yet to make his name professionally, he relished the opportunity to gather natural specimens. In England, with the popularity of natural history approaching flood stage, museums, botanic gardens, and zoos pined for exotic flora and fauna, living and stuffed, as well as fossils. And, as Darwin well knew, professional reputations in that day could be won with the right specimens—particularly fossils of prehistoric creatures.

A paradox, however, lay at the heart of how Darwin and other Europeans viewed South America. From their perspective, the continent belonged to the “New World,” a reference to its “discovery,” centuries earlier, by Europeans. Even so, European naturalists often viewed outings to South America as sojourns into the primeval—back into time itself. “The Tropics appear the natural birthplace of the human race,” as Darwin put it in May 1832, savoring, in Brazil, his first months on the continent.

The continent’s more southerly climes, particularly Patagonia, also captivated Darwin. Indeed, he believed, among all the world’s places, none rivaled Patagonia as a repository of primitive life forms, or, more saliently, in its abundance of buried paleontological treasures. Though claimed by Argentina’s Buenos Aires Province, in practice Patagonia was conceded by whites to be “Indian country,” held by the Tehuelche, Mapuche, and other Indigenous peoples.

Since the early sixteenth century European explorers had returned with stories that, comingling ethnology and fantasy, imagined Patagonia as a land of giant Indigenous people, reputedly twice the height of Europeans. More recently, geologists had unearthed there outsized fossilized remains of extinct animals. Anticipating his own travels there, Darwin called Patagonia “an El Dorado to a Geologist.”



In the distance that August, to the party’s west, rose the Sierra de La Ventana range, its granitic heights an encyclopedia of blues on the otherwise drab landscape. Under other circumstances, Darwin’s thoughts would have been focused on his usual priorities: the local geology and native flora and fauna—the phyla, classes, orders, families, genera, and species by which he measured typical days. And, as they rode, he did notice the occasional deer, guanaco (wild llama), and agouti (a large burrowing rodent). But he was also struck by the landscape’s haunting solemnity, inhabited by few birds or other animals. Reinforcing the austral-winter pallor, the occasional trees whose silhouettes broke the monotony stood barren of leaves. “The country has one universal appearance, brown withered grass & spiny bushes,” he confided to his diary. “There are some depressions & valleys.”

That August marked Darwin’s nineteenth month in South America. In late February 1832, at Salvador de Bahia (today’s Salvador), Brazil, he had stepped off HMS Beagle, the Royal Navy brig that brought him to the continent. He suffered from seasickness during much of the Atlantic crossing; and, a poor student of foreign languages, his fluency in Spanish was wanting. Since arriving, however, he had leaned on compensatory advantages: he had excellent eyesight; and thanks to years of shooting excursions in England, he impressed the gauchos with his marksmanship. Moreover, today’s worries notwithstanding, he generally relished sustained outings on horseback.

Among the gauchos, Darwin affected a native swagger, smoking cigarittos and drinking “much mate”—maté, a regional drink, potent with a caffeine-like stimulant concocted from the dried leaves of the yerba maté shrub. He likewise joined the gauchos’ equestrian frolics: “I shot one day a fine buck & doe: but in this line, I never enjoyed anything so much as Ostrich hunting with the wild Soldiers, who are more than half Indians. They catch them, by throwing two balls, which are attached to the ends of a thong, so as to entangle their legs: it was a fine animated chace.”

In South America, Darwin marveled at the distances he had traveled and the changes in his life since June 1831, when he had completed his studies at the University of Cambridge. When away from the Beagle and traveling on land, alone or with others, necessity compelled him, for the first time in his young life, to secure, on his own, his food, shelter, and personal safety. Moreover, in pursuit of those essentials and the scientific knowledge that later led to international fame, he came to rely on the kindness of a broad cast of strangers—hired guides and assistants, cattle ranchers, slave-owning planters, Native peoples, missionaries, urban merchants and entrepreneurs, government officials, and clerics.

Today, Darwin was riding toward a reunion with the Beagle’s captain Robert FitzRoy, expected to be with his anchored ship at southern Argentina’s Bahía Blanca. But the reunion would be brief; and afterward, Darwin would continue overland to Buenos Aires. Typically, these overland treks devoted to collecting specimens were conducted after arranging to meet the Beagle at a later port of call. The outings took Darwin deep into jungles, mountains, forests, deserts, and pampas. Lasting weeks, even months, the journeys—there would be nine major ones in South America—crossed hinterlands mapped less well, if at all, than the ports and coasts on which the Beagle’s surveys focused.

And if Darwin, in August 1833 felt out of place on that day’s pampas, his appearance reinforced that discordance. Six feet tall and spry, as a schoolboy he had impressed friends with his ability to jump over a bar held at a height level to his Adam’s apple. Otherwise, his appearance remained that of the callow naturalist bedecked in proper English gentleman’s attire—in contrast with what he described as the “very striking” appearance of his gaucho traveling companions.


They are generally tall and handsome, but with a proud and dissolute expression of countenance. They frequently wear their moustaches, and long black hair curling down their backs. With their brightly-coloured garments, great spurs clanking about their heels, and knives stuck as daggers (and often so used) at their waists, they look a very different race of men from what might be expected from their name of Gauchos, or simple countrymen.



To be sure, today’s circumstances strayed far from Darwin’s usual work conditions. Writing to a friend, invoking an epithet the Beagle’s officers had affectionately hung on him, he lightheartedly expressed his discomfiture: “We Philosophers do not bargain for this sort of work.” Worries about attacks by Native peoples and bandits particularly loomed, anxieties only partly eased by the five gauchos traveling with him.

Still later that day, August 11, 1833, the party came upon a large tree deemed sacred by local Natives—in the local Spanish argot, an árbol del Gualicho, a spell-possessed tree. Indigenous people, Darwin’s companions explained, revered the tree, three feet in diameter, “as a God itself, or as the altar of Walleechu.” Though, in his notes, the naturalist left the tree’s species unidentified, he did record that it was “situated on a high part of the plain & hence is a landmark visible at a great distance. As soon as a tribe of Indians come in sight they offer their adorations by loud shouts.… [L]ow & much branched & thorny, [i]t stands by itself without any neighbour, & was indeed the first tree we met with.” Curiously, “being winter the tree had no leaves, but in their place numberless threads, by which the various offerings, such as cigars, bread, meat, pieces of cloth, &c [were hung].”

The gauchos explained that Natives “pour spirit & mattee into a hole & likewise smoke upwards, thinking thus to afford all possible gratification to Walleechu.” More ominous was another aspect, conspicuously visible that afternoon, of the Indigenous veneration of the tree: “To complete the scene the tree was surrounded by the bleached bones of horses slaughtered as sacrifices.”

The tree and other signs of the Indigenous presence attested to the tenuous control government officials exercised over the area. During those years, a federation with no central leaders governed Argentina. Each of its thirteen provinces enjoyed abundant autonomy; and to travel in these environs, Darwin had been advised to seek a passport from General Juan Manuel de Rosas, until recently the dictatorial governor of Buenos Aires Province.

A classic Latin American caudillo (strong man), Rosas possessed extensive military experience, had used private militias to fuel his rise to power, and wielded personality-cult powers. The owner of vast ranches, his supporters included gauchos and Black people,I as well as other cattle ranchers who, conservative and xenophobic, tended to resent the cattle-brokers, bankers, merchants, and, more broadly, the anticlerical, centralizing liberals of the city of Buenos Aires.

Gauchos, in particular, were drawn to Rosas. Among historians, gauchos remain a fraught topic, with wide-ranging debates over their origins and defining characteristics. The gauchos drawn to Rosas, like the typical gaucho of popular imagination, tended to be of mixed race (white, Indigenous, and Black, or combinations thereof). During the colonial era, gauchos on the pampas slaughtered cimarrones (wild cattle) for the hide trade. But, during the nineteenth century’s first decades and the coming of republican governance to South America, wealthy entrepreneurs—purchasing large tracts of recently incorporated land on the pampas—consolidated them into large estates (estancias). They also appropriated the wild cattle for themselves; and, backed by the new governments, restricted access to their newly acquired lands. Squatting was banned; and those years also saw the enactment of anti-vagrancy laws on the pampas.

The gauchos’ reduced circumstances and their fears of Indigenous peoples on the pampas drove many into the employ of the ranch owners. That reduction to poorly paid hired hands notwithstanding, the gauchos stubbornly maintained their romantic self-image—maté-drinking, brawling, lassoing, guitar-playing, gambling, and independent. Even so, theirs was a reversal fated to create resentments among their numbers, irritations that Rosas—his own wealth and pampas ranches notwithstanding—skillfully exploited.

Though formally out of office in August 1833, Rosas was plotting his return to the governorship, and still wielded state-like powers in Buenos Aires Province’s scarcely populated but sprawling south. That August, he was conducting a war, his infamous Desert Campaign, on Buenos Aires Province’s pampas, as Darwin recalled, “for the purpose of exterminating” tribal peoples. The war was being waged on behalf of Argentines of European ancestry who sought the lands, then held by Indigenous peoples, as a domain for cattle ranches.

At “wide intervals,” Rosas had established twenty postas, each garrisoned with: five soldiers and a “small troop” of horses to bring travelers to the next station and ultimately the city of Buenos Aires. As Darwin’s party journeyed over the pampas, Rosas’s army was encamped on Rio Colorado’s north bank, eighty miles to the north. Indeed, the gauchos traveling with Darwin had joined him because they also had business to conduct with the general.

Later that day, under the fading glow of the austral winter’s light, Darwin’s party stopped to camp. While gathering firewood, one of the gauchos spotted the silhouette of a solitary cow in the distance. “Off we set in chase, & in a few minutes she was dragged in by the lazo & slaughtered,” recalled Darwin. For him, the killing belonged to his ongoing immersion into the rituals of gaucho life. “This was the first night which I passed under the open sky with the gear of the Recado for a bed”—a Gaucho saddle disassembled for sleeping.


There is high enjoyment in the independence of the Gaucho life… to be able at any moment to pull up your horse and say here we will pass the night. The death-like stillness of the plain, the dogs keeping watch, the gipsy-group of Gauchos making their beds around the fire, has left in my mind a strongly marked picture of this first night, which will not soon be forgotten.



Indeed, for Darwin, the tableau came close to vanquishing all thoughts of marauding Natives, General Rosas’s war of extermination against them, and Darwin’s fears of being caught between the two warring parties.


	
I. Black supporters included enslaved or formerly enslaved Argentines with various claims to manumitted status, and escaped slaves from Brazil and other countries.








2 “THE PERFECT GAUCHO”
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Two days later, during the late afternoon of August 13, 1833, as the party continued its northern trek, the pampas’s arid, sandstone landscape gave way to lusher terrain, alternately of willow groves, marshes, and swamps. By dusk, the men had reached General Rosas’s camp. Set on an open riparian expanse ten miles inland from Rio Colorado’s mouth, the encampment of what Darwin called “the Christian army” covered about four hundred square yards along the river’s north’s bank. “It consisted of a square formed by waggons, artillery, straw huts, &c.”

Cavalry comprised most of Rosas’s troops. “I believe such [a] villainous Banditti-like army was never before collected together: the greater number of men are of a mixed race, between Negro, Indian & Spaniard: I know not the reason, but men of such origin seldom have good expressions.” Wasting no time, Darwin found Rosas’s “secretary” and inquired about the passport and horses he hoped to obtain.

The secretary, in turn, began “to cross question me in a most dignified & mysterious manner.” Afterward, Darwin presented him with a letter of introduction from a government official in Carmen de Patagones, as well as an assortment of passports obtained for earlier inland journeys. “This,” Darwin recalled, “was taken to General Rosas, who sent me a very obliging message & the Secretary returned all smiles & graciousness.”

That night, the travelers found lodging in the “Rancho or hovel of a curious old Spaniard, who had served with Napoleon in the expedition against Russia.” But hopes for an audience that day with Rosas soon faded; and the following day, as a hard rain pounded the camp, Darwin again waited in vain. In the interim, he heard multiple accounts of the storied general. Admirers, praising him as “the perfect Gaucho,” noted “his feats of horsemanship are very notorious”; moreover:


He wears the Gaucho dress & is said to have called upon Lord [Arthur] Ponsonby [successively Britain’s minister in Buenos Aires and Rio de Janeiro] in it; saying at the same time he thought the costume of the country, the proper & therefore most respectful dress. By these means he has obtained an unbounded popularity in the Camp, and in consequence despotic powers.



On HMS Beagle’s second voyage to South America, the one on which Darwin sailed, the ship had returned to complete a survey of the continent’s coasts and ports, newly opened to British trade. During the nineteenth century’s early decades, following the triumph of independence movements across the continent, Spain’s and Portugal’s former colonies stood newly opened to foreign trade. In response, the United States, France, and Britain were competing to dominate that commerce.

For that age’s British navy, a circumstance of geography rendered such surveys all the more important. Prior to the 1914 opening of the Panama Canal, British mariners had two ways of reaching South America’s coasts: from the Atlantic, going “Round the Horn,” sailing around the continent’s tip, to reach the continent’s Pacific coast. Or—also sailing from the Atlantic but approaching from the opposite direction—rounding Africa’s Cape of Good Hope and, with sails propelled by the “westerlies,” reaching South America via Australia. Given those distances, it was no small matter that British mariners be able to navigate with reliable charts South America’s coasts and ports.

On August 15, two days after Darwin’s arrival at the military encampment, General Rosas summoned the twenty-four-year-old Englishman. Forty-four years old, Rosas was a long-faced, blue-eyed man possessed of an aquiline nose and a thick mane of dark upswept hair; and during their meeting, the commander lived up to his reputation as a charismatic leader. “In conversation he is enthusiastic, sensible & very grave,” Darwin reflected in his diary. “His gravity is carried to a high pitch.” Even so, the naturalist’s account of the meeting is exasperatingly anodyne: “My interview passed away without a smile & I obtained what I wanted, a passport and order for the government post horses, & this he gave me in the most obliging and ready manner.”

Darwin’s diary entry for the next day, however, if not more revealing about the general, did provide additional, even admiring, words concerning his activities: “This war of extermination, although carried with the most shocking barbarity, will certainly produce great benefits; it will at once throw open four or 500 miles in length of fine country for the produce of cattle.”

In a letter two years later, Susan Darwin, by then aware of Charles’s admiration of Rosas, declined to upbraid her brother for his praise of him. But she could not resist sharing the Darwin household’s outrage concerning the caudillo: “We never read anything so shocking as the murderous war upon the poor Indians—one can hardly believe anything so wicked at the present day as the conduct of General Rosas,” she wrote in November 1835.

Four years later, however, Charles remained unrepentant in his admiration for the general. In 1839, in the first edition of his published account of his travels, the book later known as The Voyage of the Beagle, he offered a coldly strategic recitation of Rosas’s strategy. With assistance from Chilean allies, he noted, the general intended to drive the Natives to a common gathering point and attack them in coming summers.


This operation is to be repeated for three successive years. I imagine the summer is chosen as the time for the main attack, because the plains are then without water, and the Indians can only travel in particular directions. The escape of the Indians to the south of the Rio Negro, where in such a vast unknown country they would be safe, is prevented by a treaty with the Tehuelches [an Indigenous people of Patagonia] to this effect;—that Rosas pays them so much to slaughter every Indian who passes to the south of the [Rio Negro] river, but if they fail in so doing, they themselves are to be exterminated. The war is waged chiefly against the Indians near the Cordillera [the Andes]; for many of the tribes on this eastern side are fighting with Rosas. The general, however, like Lord Chesterfield, thinking that his friends may in a future day become his enemies, always places them in the front ranks, so that their numbers may be thinned.



And lest anyone miss his admiring tone, Charles explicitly praised Rosas as “a man of an extraordinary character.” The general, he wrote, wielded “a most predominant influence in the country, which it seems probable he will use to its prosperity.” In 1845, however, in a later edition of the same book, a contrite Darwin appended a footnote to the page on which the praise appeared: “This prophecy has turned out entirely and miserably wrong.”

For Darwin, Rosas’s actions presented an object lesson not immediately grasped. But it would not be the final instance during his Beagle years that his thoughts, straying from scientific topics, turned to matters concerning South America’s politics and Indigenous peoples.






PART II SHROPSHIRE LAD, 1809–1831



“The childhood shows the man,

As morning shows the day.”

—John Milton, Paradise Regained








3 “GAS”
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For Charles Robert Darwin, the long road that eventually led to the camp of a South American caudillo began in the market town of Shrewsbury, England, where he was born on February 12, 1809. That same day—thousands of miles to the west, in a rough-hewn log cabin in the US state of Kentucky—the infant Abraham Lincoln also first saw the light of day. Of the circumstances associated with the two men’s respective births, however, those attending Darwin’s could not have been more propitious than those of Lincoln’s humble origins.

Charles grew up at The Mount, a handsome three-story Georgian-styled house of redbrick and white trim, whose construction his wealthy father commissioned around 1800. The future naturalist was the fifth of six children born to physician and investor Robert Waring Darwin and his wife Susannah, daughter of industrial ceramics magnate Josiah Wedgwood and his wife Sarah—also née Wedgwood—a third cousin.

Shrewsbury lies in Shropshire, then and today a landlocked, largely rural county, in England’s West Midlands. In Shrewsbury, Shropshire’s county town, Robert Darwin prospered through a medical practice that served prominent families in the area. Prudent investments augmented his wealth—stocks in railroads and canals, and ownership of local rental properties.

The Darwin-Wedgwood linkage originated in a personal friendship that grew into a business relationship between Josiah Wedgwood Sr. and Erasmus Darwin, Charles’s paternal grandfather, who shared broad interests in science and invention.

In 1796, Josiah’s daughter Susannah (“Sukey” or “Susan” within the family) married Erasmus’s son Robert. Using the large dowry Susannah brought to the marriage, Robert purchased agricultural land in Shropshire on which he built The Mount. Like other families of Britain’s ascendant professional and middle classes, the Darwins and Wedgwoods identified with that era’s Religious Dissenters, a category that included most Christians outside of the state-established Church of England. Early on, accordingly, most members of both families, with the exception of freethinker Erasmus Darwin, had belonged to the Unitarian church.

By 1809, however, when Charles was born, most of the Darwins and Wedgwoods, now wealthier and gentry-like in style, had settled into more respectable religious practices. Nine months after Charles’s birth, for instance, his father Robert, though privately a religious skeptic, had his son baptized at St. Chad’s, the parish church of Shrewsbury’s Anglican—Church of England—congregation. Nine years later, in September 1818, Charles, joining his older (by five years) brother Erasmus (named for the boys’ paternal grandfather), was enrolled as a boarder at Shrewsbury School, another local Anglican establishment. Even so, during Charles’s earliest years, he and his siblings accompanied their mother to services at Shrewsbury’s Unitarian Chapel, on High Street.

By the late 1820s, meanwhile, as Charles was growing up, two generations of Darwin men enjoyed reputations in medicine and the natural sciences. (The future naturalist Charles Robert was named for two physicians in the family—his father and a deceased uncle.) Notably, family patriarch, physician, and author Erasmus Darwin, ranked as a prominent intellectual in eighteenth-century England, whose views on politics and religion often sparked controversy. Erasmus’s book Zoonomia (1794–96), read by Charles during his teens, included digressions on the nature of the “evolution” of life on earth—albeit speculations vastly different in approach than Charles’s later theory.I

A freethinker, Erasmus, in contrast with the other, typically staid Darwins, was a twice-married libertine who fathered at least fourteen children, several with unmarried women. A contemporary recalled him as “somewhat above the middle size; his form athletic, and inclined to corpulence.” He also possessed a “sunny smile,” stammered, wore a full wig, and his body bore the traces of a severe smallpox. And though Erasmus died seven years before Charles’s birth, he loomed at The Mount as a spectral presence—and not just for Charles.

The illustrious Erasmus had also possessed a tyrannical side that shadowed the life of Charles Darwin’s father Robert Waring Darwin. Robert’s older brother Charles (one of the future naturalist’s two namesakes) had died in 1788 while studying medicine at the University of Edinburgh. And following his death, the elder Erasmus pressured Robert into taking up what was becoming a family tradition—of preparing at Edinburgh for a career in medicine. Another son of the elder Erasmus (also named Erasmus, a solicitor) drowned himself in 1799 at age thirty-nine.

Like the Darwins, the Wedgwoods commanded wealth and social prominence. The family attained its fortune through Charles’s maternal grandfather, Josiah Wedgwood, founder of the Wedgwood Company. Producing pottery and tableware for Britain’s upper and middle classes, the firm pioneered modern manufacturing and marketing techniques, and helped spark Britain’s Industrial Revolution. Shaping Charles’s later political convictions, Josiah also became a leading philanthropist of his day, funding charities and reformist causes, particularly abolitionism.

As for Charles’s father, physician Robert Waring Darwin, the naturalist recalled him as “about 6 feet 2 inches in height, with broad shoulders, and very corpulent, so that he was the largest man whom I ever saw.” Robert stopped weighing himself when his weight reached 24 stone (336 pounds). But if the Doctor was plainly obese with an incongruously high-pitched voice, he also, Charles recalled, possessed, when attending patients, a kindly, reassuringly competent manner: “He was generally in high spirits, and laughed and joked with every one—often with his servants—with the utmost freedom.”

But Robert Darwin also had a dark side: “He had the art of making every one obey him to the letter. Many persons were much afraid of him.” Among family members, Robert was often short-tempered, given to outbursts over trivial matters. Susannah, his dutiful wife and office receptionist, often suffered the worst during his flare-ups. Moreover, after 1800, with the difficult pregnancy that had accompanied the birth of Caroline Sarah, the couple’s second child, Susannah seemed to age quickly.

By 1807, two years before Charles’s birth but having already given birth to four children, Susannah lamented, “Everyone seems young but me.” In declining health, she gave birth a final time, in 1810, to a daughter they named Emily Catherine. By July 1817, bedridden with a painful tumor, she breathed her last on the 15th at the age of fifty-two.

Charles was eight years old when his mother died. His father would live another three decades; and Charles thus retained vivid, even affectionate, memories of the man he called “the kindest man I ever knew.” Of the physician’s role in shaping his son’s ideas, however, Charles was less complimentary:


My father’s mind was not scientific, and he did not try to generalise his knowledge under general laws; yet he formed a theory for almost everything which occurred. I do not think that I gained much from him intellectually; but his example ought to have been of much moral service to all his children. One of his golden rules (a hard one to follow) was, “Never become the friend of any one whom you cannot respect.”



By contrast, those who knew Charles’s mother Susannah in her younger healthier years recalled an attractive, quick-witted woman who played the spinet and enjoyed music and following the foibles of fashionable society. Charles, however, retained only vague memories of his mother. Most singularly, and sadly, he recalled the black velvet gown in which she was dressed when he and his siblings were brought into the room to view her in bed after her husband pronounced her death. Otherwise, “I can remember hardly anything about her except her death-bed, her black velvet gown, and her curiously constructed work-table,” he recalled. “I believe that my forgetfulness is partly due to my sisters, owing to their great grief, never being able to speak about her or mention her name; and partly to her previous invalid state.”

After Susannah’s death, Charles found himself in a household managed by his autocratic father and a matriarchy of his three older teenaged sisters—in descending order of age, Marianne, Caroline, and Susan. Two years before his mother’s death, Erasmus—Charles’s five years older brother—had already left home for a boarding school.

Charles, meanwhile, grew up as a compulsive collector (bird’s eggs, insects, postage stamps, and rocks) with an appetite for praise for his assemblages. He also delighted in poring over books in his father’s library—particularly the lavishly illustrated volumes devoted to the then fashionable topic of natural history. And beyond his father’s library, he recalled, “early in my school-days,” a fellow student possessed a copy of The Hundred Wonders of the World, an illustrated, 1821 volume by C. C. Clarke (pseudonym of Richard Phillips): “I often read and disputed with other boys about the veracity of some of the statements; and I believe this book first gave me a wish to travel in remote countries, which was ultimately fulfilled by the voyage of the Beagle.”

Charles likewise enjoyed exploring the family’s greenhouse, just off The Mount’s morning room. His boyish imagination transformed the glass-enclosed garden, teeming with beautiful fancy pigeons, exotic fruit trees, and rare shrubs, into a miniature, tropical wonderland, magically transported to staid old England. And outside, at the bottom of a steep hill behind The Mount, flowed the River Severn (at 220 miles, Britain’s longest) in which Charles spent hours fishing and inspecting its creatures.

Meanwhile, during his early teens, Charles grew bored with Shrewsbury School’s classics curriculum. Away from school, following his older brother Erasmus, he soon took up an interest in chemistry. Eventually, the siblings even set up a makeshift laboratory inside a tool shed on The Mount’s grounds.

Erasmus—“Eras” to Charles—by then had decided to follow his father into the medical profession; and, in October 1822, Erasmus left home for studies at Christ’s College, at the University of Cambridge. Over the coming months, Charles spent hours in the shed alone, often late into the night. Following procedures described in Henry and Samuel Parkes’s Chemical Catechism (1806), he mixed and heated assorted chemicals into various combinations, soon acquiring his first education in chemistry. Hearing of the experiments, Dr. Samuel ButlerII Shrewsbury School’s headmaster and a respected classicist, criticized him for “wasting my time over such useless subjects.” But among Charles’s classmates, the experiments and the fumes they often produced soon won him a nickname—“Gas.”

Over those early years, Charles’s interests sprouted like toadstools after an autumn shower. His formal education, by contrast, proceeded without flair. His older sister Caroline, tutoring him and his younger sister Catherine at The Mount, had been his first teacher. In spring 1817, when he was eight years old, his mother, weeks before her death, enrolled him in a local Unitarian day school operated by the Rev. George Case. But it could not compete with interests already astir:


By the time I went to this day-school my taste for natural history, and more especially for collecting, was well developed. I tried to make out the names of plants, and collected all sorts of things, shells, seals, franks, coins, and minerals. The passion for collecting, which leads a man to be a systematic naturalist, a virtuoso or a miser, was very strong in me, and was clearly innate, as none of my sisters or brother ever had this taste.



A year later, in the summer of 1818, Dr. Darwin transferred Charles to Shrewsbury School. The Anglican boarding school, with its ancient dormitories and cold baths, had been established in 1552. There, he joined his brother Erasmus. But again, the curriculum left him uninspired: “Nothing could have been worse for the development of my mind than Dr. Butler’s school, as it was strictly classical, nothing else being taught except a little ancient geography and history. The school as a means of education to me was simply a blank.”


The only qualities which at this period promised well for the future, were, that I had strong and diversified tastes, much zeal for whatever interested me, and a keen pleasure in understanding any complex subject or thing. I was taught Euclid by a private tutor, and I distinctly remember the intense satisfaction which the clear geometrical proofs gave me… With respect to diversified tastes, independently of science, I was fond of reading various books, and I used to sit for hours reading the historical plays of Shakespeare, generally in an old window in the thick walls of the school. I read also other poetry, such as the recently published poems of Byron, Scott, and [James] Thomson’s [The] Seasons.



Still other activities entailed physical exertions. “As a very young boy,” Charles acquired “a strong taste for long solitary walks.” At Shrewsbury School, he made a virtue of the academy’s modest distance from The Mount: “I had the great advantage of living the life of a true school-boy; but as the distance was hardly more than a mile to my home, I very often ran there,” soon becoming “a fleet runner.”

By age fifteen, “I became passionately fond of shooting, and 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. This taste long continued, and I became a very good shot.” Several years later, “I used to practise throwing up my gun to my shoulder before a looking-glass to see that I threw it up straight. Another and better plan was to get a friend to wave about a lighted candle, and then to fire at it with a cap on the nipple, and if the aim was accurate the little puff of air would blow out the candle.”

Increasingly he joined his newfound love of hunting with growing equestrian enthusiasms. He savored both at The Mount and at Maer Hall, Charles’s uncle Josiah Wedgwood II’s Staffordshire estate, in the village of Maer, thirty miles, an hour’s ride, from The Mount. At Maer, particularly during the autumn hunting season, Charles relished riding with assorted cousins and his generous-spirited Uncle Josiah—“Uncle Jos.”

Like his father Robert, Charles grew close to Susannah Darwin’s younger brother Josiah II. (A loan from Robert Darwin had enabled Jos to purchase the Maer estate in 1807.) The Wedgwood patriarch, Josiah I (Charles’s maternal grandfather) had died in 1795, a year before Charles’s parents married. And while growing up, Charles cherished time spent at Maer. There, presided over by their beloved Uncle Jos, the Darwin siblings found respite from the frequent severity of The Mount, where casually expressed opinions might trigger Dr. Darwin’s temper. In Charles’s Autobiography, Maer glows like lost Camelot:


My visits to Maer during these two and the three succeeding years were quite delightful, independently of the autumnal shooting. Life there was perfectly free; the country was very pleasant for walking or riding; and in the evening there was much very agreeable conversation, not so personal as it generally is in large family parties, together with music. In the summer the whole family used often to sit on the steps of the old portico, with the flower-garden in front, and with the steep wooded bank, opposite the house, reflected in the lake, with here and there a fish rising or a water-bird paddling about. Nothing has left a more vivid picture on my mind than these evenings at Maer. I was also attached to and greatly revered my Uncle Jos.



At Maer, Charles relished galloping over green fields and hills—along the way, stopping to fire at quail and snipe. Indeed, the trails lacing Maer’s ancient forests, with their Scots pines, English oaks, and sycamores, beckoned with endless horizons of pleasure.

Back at The Mount, meanwhile, Robert Darwin was growing ever more deeply distressed about what he feared was his youngest son’s increasingly directionless life.


	
I. In contrast to the theory later propounded by his famous grandson, Erasmus Darwin posited that individual species evolve in a predetermined process designed by a God-like “GREAT ARCHITECT.”

	
II. Headmaster Samuel Butler was a grandfather of the novelist Samuel Butler.
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During the mid-1820s, as Charles’s studies at Shrewsbury School foundered, Dr. Robert Darwin eventually exhausted his patience. “You care for nothing but shooting, dogs, and rat-catching, and you will be a disgrace to yourself and all your family,” he exploded in a pique.

In June 1825, suspecting medicine might provide a sound career for Charles, Robert Darwin removed his sixteen-year-old son from the school and made him an apprentice doctor. “I began attending some of the poor people, chiefly children and women in Shrewsbury,” Charles recalled. “I wrote down as full an account as I could of the cases with all the symptoms, and read them aloud to my father, who suggested further enquiries, and advised me what medicines to give.”

With his background in chemistry, Charles often mixed those prescribed medicines himself. “At one time I had at least a dozen patients, and I felt a keen interest in the work.” His hunch seemingly confirmed, the Doctor soon “declared that I should make a successful physician—meaning by this, one who got many patients. He maintained that the chief element of success was exciting confidence.”

Charles was to follow his father, older brother, and grandfather (the first Erasmus Darwin) into the medical profession. But where would he train—the University of Cambridge or the University of Edinburgh? Both institutions trained doctors. Robert Darwin, as had his father, had studied at Edinburgh. But Robert’s oldest son Erasmus, who had selected and was then enrolled at Cambridge, soon encouraged Charles to join him there.

Unlike Edinburgh, Cambridge, affiliated with the Church of England, required students to pledge fealty to that denomination. Consequently, generations of wealthy English dissenters had headed north to Scotland, enrolling at Edinburgh as an alternative to England’s two most prominent, both Anglican, universities: Cambridge and the University of Oxford. Edinburgh-trained Robert Darwin, for instance, despite outward acceptance of Anglican conventions, remained at core a Dissenter—in his case, a Unitarian and privately a religious skeptic.

Moreover, in the training of physicians, Edinburgh enjoyed the superior reputation over Cambridge, with better staff and facilities, greater receptivity to new ideas from Europe, and a better hospital for graduates to obtain practical experience. And finally, because both Robert Darwin and his illustrious father Erasmus had been trained at Edinburgh, Charles would arrive in “the Northern Athens” assured of a place at the tables of the city’s elite.

By late 1825, Charles was Edinburgh bound. Erasmus, by then had completed his course of studies at Cambridge. But, increasingly disenchanted with Cambridge and eager to allay Charles’s anxiousness about moving to Edinburgh, Erasmus arranged to perform his hospital studies at the Scottish university.

Weeks shy of Erasmus’s twenty-first birthday, he and Charles, then sixteen, traveled together from Shrewsbury to Edinburgh. Arriving in late October 1825, the brothers rented quarters in a privately owned building. Most Edinburgh students, Charles recalled, lived in “little holes in which there is neither air or light.” In stark contrast, the brothers’ rooms, on Lothian Street, were “very comfortable & near the College.”

From medieval Edinburgh Castle atop high Castle Rock to the serpentine streets that sloped below and away from that fortification, Scotland’s capital presented a visual banquet. “It is a beautiful city, the most beautiful I ever saw—not so much on account of the buildings as on account of its picturesque position,” abolitionist Frederick Douglass would rave during an 1846 visit.

In Edinburgh, Charles and Erasmus soon called on welcoming residents who had known their father and grandfather. But Charles’s studies, by contrast, proved disappointing. “The instruction at Edinburgh was altogether by Lectures, and these were intolerably dull”—particularly those by anatomist Alexander Munro. “Dr. Munro made his lectures on human anatomy as dull, as he was himself, and the subject disgusted me.” Moreover, his distaste for Munro’s lectures led him to forfeit an opportunity to learn proper dissection methods. That shortcoming, along with an inability to draw, became lasting regrets.

Charles likewise abhorred the university hospital’s operating theater, where he watched “two very bad operations, one on a child.” In those days before anesthetics, to minimize trauma on patients, surgeons worked at dizzying speeds. Operating on strapped-down, screaming patients, practitioners, with dirty hands, clutching even dirtier saws, performed their procedures, as blood poured into sawdust-packed buckets beneath operating tables.

During both surgeries observed by Charles, he “rushed” away before their completion: “Nor did I ever attend again[,] for hardly any inducement would have been strong enough to make me do so;… The two cases fairly haunted me for many a long year.” Moreover, walks through wards of the Royal Infirmary adjacent to the college, increased worries that he would ever overcome his squeamishness.

Only through sheer will had Charles’s own father overcome—in truth, learned to manage—his own squeamishness. Throughout Robert Darwin’s career, his aversion to blood, recalled Charles, rendered it difficult for him to administer the still common medical procedure of “bloodletting.” “The thought of an operation almost sickened him, and he could scarcely endure to see a person bled.”

Thomas Charles Hope’s chemistry lectures, conducted “with great éclat,” constituted the sole bright spots on Charles’s Edinburgh pedagogical landscape. But even those failed to win “Gas” Darwin’s full approbation—“to my mind there are no advantages and many disadvantages in lectures compared with reading.”

In proposing that he and his brother live together, Erasmus had envisioned a tableau in which “we can both read like horses.” And by all indications, in Edinburgh, they fulfilled that expectation. During their first term, the two removed more books from the university’s library than any other borrowers. Nonetheless, they also found time for their share (or, in all fairness, compared to their peers, less than their share) of student indulgences—from gambling to drinking, from the then popular vogue for Syrian snuff to chemistry experiments that lapsed into escapades of getting high on “laughing gas.”

The brothers also relished walks along the Firth of Forth estuary, gathering sea-slugs, sea-mice, and cuttlefish. Moreover, to improve the presentation of specimens in his Aves collections, Charles decided to learn a new skill. “I am going to learn to stuff birds, from a blackamoor,” he reported to his sister Susan. His instructor John Edmonstone, a formerly enslaved black man, had been brought from Guiana by author and traveler Charles Waterton. Edmonstone, having learned taxidermy from Waterton, lived, like the Darwin brothers, on Lothian Street, and conducted his lessons at the Edinburgh Museum. “He only charges one guinea, for an hour every day for two months.” Moreover, he recalled in his autobiography, “I used often to sit with him, for he was a very pleasant and intelligent man.” Evoking Charles’s memories of C. C. Clarke’s The Hundred Wonders of the World, Edmonstone shared firsthand accounts of life in tropical climes. Their exchanges were also likely Charles’s first with a person held in bondage.

After his first year at Edinburgh, Charles returned to Shrewsbury. During walks there and in the nearby Welsh hills, he showed off his newly acquired techniques for gathering and preserving natural specimens. But, not going unreported to Robert Darwin, at Maer’s annual fall shoot, Charles also demonstrated that his zeal for hunting remained incriminatingly intact—killing in the season’s first week alone, three hares, a rabbit, and over forty partridges.

By November 1826, when Charles returned to Edinburgh, Erasmus had left the city to enroll in London’s Great Windmill Street School of Anatomy. In early 1828, Erasmus returned to Edinburgh to sit for final examinations. By summer 1829, however, having returned from a grand tour of Europe, he elected to abandon his pursuit of a medical career. In time, Robert Darwin agreed with Erasmus that, given “his delicate frame,” the physician’s life would impose “severe strain upon [his] body & mind.” Thus, though Erasmus was but twenty-five years old, Dr. Darwin pensioned his oldest son into a life of retirement in London. There he lived in the rooms where his brother Charles, in later years, became a regular visitor.

For Charles, meanwhile, in early 1827, now living alone in Edinburgh and bored with classes, student societies, particularly the Plinian Society, occupied much of his time. Named for Pliny the Elder, the naturalist of classical Rome, the club was founded in 1823. And through the Plinian Society, Charles met several scientists fated to have a lasting influence upon him, among them John Coldstream and Robert Edmond Grant. Coldstream, two years older than Charles, studied marine animals. And, with Coldstream, through collecting trips beside, and in trawlers on, the Firth of Forth, Charles expanded his knowledge of marine wildlife, particularly sponges.

Of the two men, however, Grant was would have the greater influence on Charles. A decade older than his English friend, Grant was an Edinburgh native. After completing his medical studies there in 1814, living off an inheritance, Grant dedicated himself to studying marine life and the zoology of invertebrates. Well-connected and traveled, he had even met Jean-Baptiste Lamarck, the French naturalist and evolution theorist whose work had inspired Charles’s grandfather Erasmus. Lamarck believed that physical changes in individual species, including use of particular organs or limbs, during their lifetime could be inherited by offspring.I

Lamarck also numbered among the first intellectuals to apply the term evolution to changes over time in species. The Latin evolutio referred to the unrolling of an ancient scroll. Its earliest English descendent, “evolution,” similarly denoted a literal unfolding or unrolling. By the eighteenth century, however, naturalists such as Charles Bonnet and Albrecht von Haller, drawing on the word’s implicit reference to an unfolding of preexisting parts, applied it to theories by which preexisting germs, embryos, or even miniature organisms “evolve” over generations into recognized modern species.

As the Darwin-Grant friendship deepened, the two spent hours on long walks, often along the Water of Leith, the small river that runs through the city. Grant was a freethinker whose views differed from those of prominent Christian clergymen. He thus disparaged the idea that fossils attested to divine creation—and stressed that the naturalist’s job was to uncover the true history of the planet told in rocks.

Grant also introduced Charles to the Wernerian Natural History Society. The club met in the university museum, in the room of another prominent Edinburgh professor, mineralogist Robert Jameson. An adherent of that age’s geological school of “Neptunism,” Jameson believed that rocks resulted from the crystallization of materials in the planet’s early oceans. Alas, however, Darwin found Jameson’s lectures “incredibly dull”; “the sole effect they produced on me was the determination [to] never as long as I lived to read a book on Geology, or in anyway to study the science.”

By contrast, Charles often enjoyed the Wernerian Society meetings—particularly its visiting lecturers, including on two occasions, the American ornithologist John James Audubon. Notably, he also attended a meeting of the Royal Society of Edinburgh, Scotland’s national academy, over which author Walter Scott presided as president.

After two years in Edinburgh, Charles had found a handful of kindred souls who shared his interests. But, though he attended a few geology lectures that caught his interest, his studies otherwise flagged. In his final year there, he never even joined the library.

Following the 1826–27 term, Charles spent much of the spring traveling. He toured Scotland, called on Dublin and Portrane, Ireland, and visited London for the first time. In May, he joined his uncle Josiah Wedgwood II for a trip to Paris to collect his daughters (Charles’s cousins) Fanny and Emma. The visit lasted several weeks, the only trip Charles would ever make to France and, indeed, to continental Europe.

Returned to Shropshire by July, Charles resumed his nature walks, and riding and shooting. He also called on old friends, including the family of William Mostyn Owen, a retired dragoon officer and owner of Woodhouse, a forested estate fifteen miles from The Mount.II

The no-nonsense aristocrat, known locally as “Squire,” and his wife had two daughters, Sarah and Frances. Charles’s sisters had been close to both girls since childhood and visited Woodhouse (also called The Forest) for extended stays.

At Edinburgh, reports from his sisters reached Charles of their recent visits to Woodhouse, missives recounting balls there and how the two Owen daughters had blossomed into bright and attractive young women: “I never saw such merry, agreeable girls,” gushed Catherine, Charles’s only younger sister, in an 1826 letter. “Talking so easily and naturally, and so full of fun and nonsense, they are very much admired, and get plenty of partners at the Balls.”III

Charles required scant persuasion to visit any estate surrounded by forests and game; and the Owens girls added still more inducement. Clinching his decision, Charles, having recently returned from Paris himself, was word that the sisters had recently lived in France, were obsessed with all things French, and talked of little else. “They are,” Catherine allowed, “not at all more reconciled to England, and are longing to return to France.”

After September 1, the start of the hunting season, Charles became a regular visitor at Woodhouse. There, his attentions gravitated toward Frances—Fanny to those who knew her—at twenty the oldest of the sisters. Dark-eyed, petite, raven-haired, she was quick-witted and possessed a beguiling self-confidence. Though Fanny took painting lessons to placate her father, her true joy lay in pursuits more associated with the boys, including billiards and riding. Charles was immediately attracted to Fanny. But though the attraction seemed mutual, he also knew that, until he had firmer career prospects, he dared not broach the subject of marriage with Fanny, nor ask “Squire” Owen for her hand.

In the meantime, the two commenced a lively, if sporadic, correspondence. Ebbing and flowing over the coming years, the exchange evolved, in the main, into a long-distance flirtation. Fanny’s letters teemed with frisky, coded nicknames for individuals and social types (eligible young men were “shootables,” female visitors to Woodhouse, “muslins”). The code names she inevitably adopted for her and Charles—“Housemaid” and “Postillion”—gave playful voice to her yearnings to more fully join in his riding and other male-associated activities. Among staff employed in a gentry household, after all, “Housemaid” and “Postillion,” were polar opposites—the former, a female performing indoor, domestic work; the latter, a male, working with horses, in an outdoor, often dangerous, job.

A March 1828 letter from Fanny updated Charles on the latest gossip and asked when he planned his next trip home. It closed with an entreaty flirtatious but, chaffing in gendered claustrophobia and self-denigration, teeming with mock courtliness:


I must conclude for I find myself getting awfully dull and prosy, but what can you expect from an unfortunate exile of the Forest pity and forgive is all I ask—& believe me my dr. Postillion ever yr faithfull Housemaid | Fanny O—

For Heaven’s sake burn this, or if it falls into the hands of any of the young men, what would they think, of a Housemaid writing to Mr Charles Darwin.



Before and during those months, meanwhile, Doctor Darwin again grew worried about Charles. Weary of letters from Edinburgh asking for money, he found even more disturbing reports of his son’s lackluster academic performance. But for the diagnosed condition, the physician also had in mind a possible remedy: “My father,” Charles recalled, “perceived or he heard from my sisters, that I did not like the thought of being a physician, so he proposed that I should become a clergyman”—more specifically, a rural parish clergyman.

Robert Darwin knew that rural parish clergymen in the wealthy Anglican church often enjoyed enviable lives with undemanding responsibilities, comfortable rectories, and abundant time to pursue other interests—including natural history. Many of that day’s prominent naturalists in England held such sinecures. Moreover, the wealthy Doctor Darwin also knew that such rural parish sinecures were routinely sold to the highest bidder.

Truth be known, Robert Darwin’s latest career suggestion for Charles arose less from any belief that his son was particularly suited for the ministry—more from fears of what Charles, now eighteen, might otherwise become: “He was very properly vehement against my turning an idle sporting man, which then seemed my probable destination.” Furthermore, as Charles later admitted, confirming suspicions held by his father, while at Cambridge, he had grown “convinced from various small circumstances that my father would leave me property enough to subsist on with some comfort.” And that “belief was sufficient to check any strenuous effort to learn medicine.”

In late 1827, when Robert Darwin presented his proposal, Charles feared answering too hastily: “I asked for some time to consider, as from what little I had heard and thought on the subject I had scruples about declaring my belief in all the dogmas of the Church of England. Otherwise I liked the thought of being a country clergyman.”

“Accordingly,” Charles recalled, “I read with care,” Exposition of the Creed, by John Pearson, “and a few other books on divinity.” After those readings and pondering his own beliefs, Charles reached a conclusion: despite the influence upon him of Freethinkers encountered at Edinburgh, his newer perspectives on natural history could be reconciled with Anglicanism.

“I did not then in the least doubt the strict and literal truth of every word in the Bible,” he recalled. “I soon persuaded myself that our Creed must be fully accepted.” As he had left Shropshire School before completing his studies, so Charles would withdraw from Edinburgh University without taking his degree.

In October, 1827, Charles, on the threshold of what his father feared was his wayward son’s final chance at respectability, was admitted to Cambridge University.


	
I. The classic example of Lamarckian evolution was his now discredited belief that the giraffe’s quest over time to feed on higher tree branches resulted in the species’ longer neck and front limbs.

	
II. In 1987, true to its festive traditions, Woodhouse hosted a reception celebrating the wedding of future British prime minister Boris Johnson to his first wife Allegra Mostyn-Owen.

	
III. Fanny refers to the estate as The Forest in later references.
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In fall 1827, after agreeing to attend Cambridge University and prepare for the ministry, Charles realized he had a problem. His studies there required a familiarity with classical languages; and, upon reflection, he realized that “I had never opened a classical book since leaving [Shrewsbury] school.” To refresh his knowledge, Dr. Darwin hired a tutor to work with Charles in Shrewsbury through the fall. Thus, instead of moving to Cambridge in October as he would have otherwise, his arrival there would be postponed until January of the new year.

But after the tutoring commenced, “I found to my dismay that in the two intervening years I had actually forgotten, incredible as it may appear, almost everything which I had learnt even to some few of the Greek letters.” To escape the tedium of relearning materials he had detested since first encounter, Charles made two trips to Woodhouse, where he indulged in his usual riding and shooting. With the Owen girls away in Brighton, however, both outings lacked the gaiety of recent visits there.

January 1828 found Charles in Cambridge. But because he arrived midway in the academic year, lodgings were unavailable in Christ’s College. So, until the following October, when quarters there would be available, he rented rooms above a tobacco shop on Sidney Street.

Academically, those first months proved promising. “I soon recovered my school standard of knowledge, and could translate easy Greek books, such as Homer and the Greek Testament with moderate facility.” Alas, however, that promising trajectory soon surrendered to a familiar outcome. “During the three years which I spent at Cambridge my time was wasted, as far as the academical studies were concerned, as completely as at Edinburgh and at [Shrewsbury] school.”

Charles had registered for the ordinary Bachelor of Arts degree, the conventional curriculum that preceded theological training. His initial curriculum thus included elementary mathematics, geometry, and algebra—an immersion during which he surprised himself by the “delight” he found in Euclid. He also found unexpected pleasures in various Greek and Latin texts, and a seminal book of that day, Anglican theologian William Paley’s Natural Theology, or Evidences of the Existence and Attributes of the Deity. Paley’s work emphasized the role of an “intelligent Creator” in facilitating the adaptation of organisms to environments.

“The logic of this book,” Charles recalled, “gave me as much delight as did Euclid. The careful study of these works, without attempting to learn any part by rote, was the only part of the Academical Course which, as I then felt and as I still believe, was of the least use to me in the education of my mind.” No doubt, more specifically, Charles’s immersion in Euclid and geometry furthered his ability to think in three dimensions, always a useful gift for geologists.

On March 24, 1830, Charles passed his “Little-go,” the first of two examinations required for his degree. Ten months later, between January 14 and 20, 1831, he completed his final examinations—three days of written papers, that, after being marked, landed him tenth among 178 degree candidates not seeking honors.I He later attributed the unexpected triumph to “answering well the examination questions in Paley, by doing Euclid well, and by not failing miserably in Classics.”

More broadly, historian Peter J. Bowler observed, “Darwin’s scientific training at Cambridge was thorough, even if it was gained outside the curriculum.” To be sure, in many passages of Charles’s Autobiography, he paints a dark view of his three years at the Anglican university. Laments the son of the abstemious Robert Darwin, “my time was sadly wasted there and worse than wasted… and we sometimes drank too much.” Nonetheless, he allows, “There were some redeeming features in my life at Cambridge… Upon the whole the three years which I spent at Cambridge were the most joyful in my happy life; for I was then in excellent health, and almost always in high spirits.”

A friend, John Maurice Herbert, brought Charles into a “musical set,” musicians who socialized and attended concerts together. Though Charles played no instrument, through “these men and hearing them play, I acquired a strong taste for music.” Another friend, Charles Thomas Whitley, who had been a classmate at Shrewsbury School, “inoculated” him “with a taste for pictures and good engravings… I frequently went to the Fitzwilliam Gallery [in Cambridge], and my taste must have been fairly good, for I certainly admired the best pictures, which I discussed with the old curator.”

The Glutton Club, a weekly supper gathering of Charles and four other students, had a less conventional pursuit. With dishes prepared by the college’s kitchen staff and washed down with generous quantities of port, the club devoted itself to the consumption of “strange flesh”—wild animals, principally birds, including bitterns and hawks. Held in its members’ respective rooms, the meals came to an ignominious end the night they attempted, with unspecified disastrous consequences, to eat “an old brown owl.”

But no interest Charles took up at Cambridge gave him “so much pleasure as collecting beetles.” As industrialism transformed life across England, practitioners of “beetling”—weary of cities fouled by the “dark Satanic mills” cursed by poet William Blake—found sanctuary in forests and other natural settings. There, armed with nets and alcohol-filled bottles, the fad’s zealots searched for their quarry beneath rocks, tree bark, and fallen leaves.

A competitive spirit drove beetling, and few pursued it as aggressively as William Darwin Fox, the naturalist who introduced Charles to the craze. A second cousin, four years younger than Charles, Fox was, like his kin, enrolled at Christ’s College, preparing for the ministry. Soon spending hours in the field together, Fox imbued Charles’s insect-collecting with a new sophistication. In earlier days, “It was the mere passion for collecting” beetles that propelled him—“for I did not dissect them and rarely compared their external characters with published descriptions, but got them named anyhow.”

Moreover, until those Cambridge days, Charles—curiously, considering his early acquired zeal for killing birds—had retained a concern for his entomological prey’s mortality. At age ten, after consulting a sister, “I concluded that it was not right to kill insects for the sake of making a collection.” Under Fox’s tutelage, however, Charles, abandoning such concerns, became a devotee of An Introduction to Entomology, a four-volume work by William Spence and William Kirby that served as the pastime’s bible (a work Charles later took on his Beagle travels and used frequently). Moreover, during his Cambridge days, “very soon” Fox “armed me with a bottle of alcohol, in which I had to drop any beetle which struck me as not of a common kind.”
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