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I was quite delighted… to hear of all your varied accomplishments and knowledge, and of your higher attributes in the sacred cause of humanity.

Darwin, writing in 1859 to the naturalist/anti-slavery activist Richard Hill, the first gentleman ‘of colour’ in the Jamaican magistracy, assigned to adjudicate between former slave-holders and slaves
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Introduction:
 Unshackling Creation

Global brands don't come much bigger than Charles Darwin. He is the grizzled grandfather peering from book jackets and billboards, from textbooks and TV – the sage on greeting cards, postage stamps and commemorative coins. Darwin's head on British £10 notes radiates imperturbability, mocking those who would doubt his science. Hallow him or hoot at him, Darwin cannot be ignored. Atheists trumpet his ‘atheism’, liberals his ‘liberalism’, scientists his Darwinism, and fundamentalists expend great energy denouncing the lot. All agree, however, that for better or worse Darwin's epoch-making book On the Origin of Species transformed the way we see ourselves on the planet.

How did a modest member of Victorian England's minor gentry become a twenty-first-century icon? Celebrities today are famous for being famous, but Darwin's defenders have a different explanation.


To them Darwin changed the world because he was a tough-minded scientist doing good empirical science. As a young man, he exploited a great research opportunity aboard HMS Beagle. He was shrewd beyond his years, driven by a love of truth. Sailing around the world, he collected exotic facts and specimens – most notably on the Galapagos islands – and followed the evidence to its conclusion, to evolution. With infinite patience, through grave illness heroically borne, he came up with ‘the single best idea anyone has ever had’ and published it in 1859 in the Origin of Species. This was a ‘dangerous idea’ – evolution by ‘natural selection’ – an idea fatal to God and creationism equally, even if Darwin had candy-coated this evolutionary pill with creation-talk to make it more palatable. Evolution annihilated Adam; it put apes in our family tree, as Darwin explained in 1871 when he at last applied evolution to humans in The Descent of Man. Secluded on his country estate, publishing book after ground-breaking book, Darwin cut the figure of a detached, objective researcher, the model of the successful scientist. And so he won his crown.

The most that can be said for this caricature is the number of people who credit it. Not only evolutionists and secularists, but many creationists and fundamentalists see Darwin's claim to fame – or infamy – in his single-minded pursuit of science. Doggedly, some say obstinately, he devoted his life to evolution. A zeal for scientific knowledge consumed him, keeping him on target to overthrow God and bestialize humanity. Brilliantly, or wickedly, Darwin globalized himself. By following science and renouncing religion, he launched the modern secular world.

This isn't just simplistic; most of it is plain wrong. Human evolution wasn't his last piece in the evolution jigsaw; it was the first. From the very outset Darwin concerned himself with the unity of humankind. This notion of ‘brotherhood’ grounded his evolutionary enterprise. It was there in his first musings on evolution in 1837.

Today we are beset by polemics of every stripe, comic attempts to pummel Darwin into this shape or that, to convict or acquit Darwin of beliefs – atrocities even – associated with his name. (A recent title about German history says it all: From Darwin to Hitler.)

To reverse Marx's dictum for a moment: the point is not to change Darwin, the point is to understand him. Darwin was neither saint nor satan. Looked at in his own day, he was complex, sometimes even contradictory, never quite as one imagined, but vastly more interesting and informative. And the real story behind his journey to evolution – human evolution – is much richer than anyone realizes. It is a story we have been piecing together for years, trying to grasp what could have made this gentle naturalist such an anomaly in his age, and so determined in the face of overwhelming odds.

Darwin was the most gentlemanly gentleman anyone had ever met. He was diffident, afraid to ruffle feathers, at home with the conservative Anglican dons, wanting only his own quiet vicarage lifestyle, away from urban tumult and religious harangues. The dons he emulated detested a bestial human evolution – so hysterically that the Cambridge cleric who taught him geology talked of stamping with ‘an iron heel upon the head of the filthy abortion’ to ‘put an end to its crawlings’. Yet even as Darwin listened to his mentors after the Beagle voyage, he was privately musing on a missing ‘monkey-man’, our ancestor.1 How could this be? What drove him to deny the cherished tenets of his privileged Christian society? Surely it had to be some overwhelming impulse that outweighed all others, pitching Darwin into words and deeds that frightened even him.

People have been looking in the wrong place for the answer. With the opening up of Darwin's treasure trove of unpublished papers over the past generation, the clues began to appear – some were even there in his most famously little-read book The Descent of Man, and Selection in Relation to Sex (to give its full and telling title). But this was the end point of Darwin's journey, and its contents have so confused readers that they even now call it ‘two books’ on different subjects, sex and ancestry, and so miss the point entirely.2 Darwin's human project remains obscure. But it is foundational, and without understanding it, we cannot understand why Darwin came to evolution at all.

‘Roots’ is where we begin, Roots as in Alex Haley's stirring historical novel – the enslavement of black Africans that so outraged Darwin's generation. It was Darwin's starting point too, his abhorrence of racial servitude and brutality, his hatred of the slavers’ desire, as he jotted, to ‘make the black man [an]other kind’, sub-human, a beast to be chained.3 Roots were what Darwin's human project was all about. And to understand why he started thinking about the roots – the origin – of black and white races, we have to appreciate his moral anchorage in the noontide of the British anti-slavery movement. It is the key to explain why such a gentleman of wealth and standing should risk all to develop his bestial ‘monkey-man’ image of our ancestry in the first place.

Always retiring, often unwell, Darwin never threw himself into abolitionist rallies and petitions (as his relatives did). While activists proclaimed a ‘crusade’ (his word) against slavery, 4 he subverted it with his science. Where slave-masters bestialized blacks, Darwin's starting point was the abolitionist belief in blood kinship, a ‘common descent’. Adamic unity and the brotherhood of man were axiomatic in the anti-slavery tracts that he and his family devoured and distributed. It implied a single origin for black and white, a shared ancestry. And this was the unique feature of Darwin's peculiar brand of evolution. Life itself was made up of countless trillions of sibling ‘common descents’, not only black and white, but among all races, all species, through all time, all joined up in bloodlines back to a common ancestor.

It was in Darwin's most generous, relativistic phase, at the height of Britain's radical political period in the late 1830s, when the slaves in the colonies were finally freed, that he extended the kinship to all groaning, degraded, disparaged races of animals. He saw them sharing our own deep ancestry; ‘we may all be netted together’, we may all feel a common pain, he jotted in a notebook.5 He had saved the blacks, stopped the slaves being seen as some ‘other kind’. But by embracing the whole of creation – breaking life's shackles and allowing it too to evolve, as black and white men had done from a joint ancestor – he ironically opened himself to vilification by the Christian world whose belief in racial brotherhood he shared. A major criticism of the Origin of Species (particularly during the American Civil War) was that Darwin had now bestialized the white man, by contaminating his ancestral blood. Darwin had upturned the racist logic, only to ‘brutalize’ his own Anglo-Saxon kind (as it was said), uniting them, not only with black people, but with black apes.

Here was Darwin at his most paradoxical. And in this impasse lies the moral of our story, literally. Rather than seeing ‘the facts’ force evolution on Darwin (other circumnavigating naturalists had seen similar phenomena all over the globe), we find a moral passion firing his evolutionary work. He was quite unlike the modern ‘disinterested’ scientist who is supposed (supposed, mark you) to derive theories from ‘the facts’ and only then allow the moral consequences to be drawn. Equally, he was the reverse of the fundamentalists’ parody, which makes his enterprise anti-God, inhuman and immoral. We show the humanitarian roots that nourished Darwin's most controversial and contested work on human ancestry. The ensuing picture is, as a result, dramatically different from previous ones, revealing a man more sympathetic than creationists find acceptable, more morally committed than scientists would allow.

Our reconstruction of Darwin's trajectory – lighting the path he trod after returning with the Beagle, through his private notes and drafts to the Origin itself – finally explains some of his otherwise anomalous statements. Reading the greatest one-origin-for-all-the-races work, by an anti-slavery advocate (James Cowles Prichard's Researches into the Physical History of Mankind), Darwin scribbled, ‘How like my Book all this will be.’6 ‘My Book’ was of course what became the Origin of Species. And, as this suggests, it too was meant to discuss mankind. The irony is that the Origin
 ultimately said next to nothing about human origins. Explanations of the human races and of an ape ancestry were dropped at the last moment.

Why, in the book that critics knew was really about mankind, had Darwin decided to say next to nothing on the subject? And why was he forced to come clean twelve years later and write the Descent of Man, and then incongruously fill the book with butterflies and pigeons and ‘sexual selection’? Sexual selection is critical to our reading of Darwin's morally-fired ‘human brotherhood’ approach; it was central and critical, too, in Darwin's answer to the American South's (and London's) pro-slavery pundits who proclaimed the black and white races as separate species. Understand Darwin's strategy, and the oddities of his books and their anomalous timing make sense.

Today Darwin is the ‘scientist’ to reckon with. His theories about people and society are debated more widely than ever. The media buzzes with stories about evolutionary psychology, sociobiology and eugenics, about gender, race and sex differences and the possibility of improving human nature.

Some choose to emphasize the darker side to Darwin's evolution, notoriously hinted at in the Origin's subtitle: The Preservation of Favoured Races in the Struggle for Life. From Albania to Alabama, from Russia to Rwanda, Darwin's theories have been used to justify racial conflict and ethnic cleansing. Perpetrators of the worst atrocities have seen themselves as ‘favoured races’ surviving Darwin's bloody ‘struggle’. And so an ocean of ink has been spilt to prove that none of this was in Darwin's works, nor was it a logical consequence. Darwin's was a pure, untainted science.

We aren't out to prove the uncorrupted purity of Darwin's corpus, or indeed deify his corpse. Nor do we celebrate any unsavoury consequences of his work, or coerce him into siding with religious groups or atheists. We undercut all of these contrasting attempts to hijack Darwin for today's ends. The real problem is that no one understands Darwin's core project, the nucleus of his most inflammatory research. No one has appreciated the source of that moral fire that fuelled his strange, out-of-character obsession with human origins. Understand that and Darwin can be radically reassessed.

In sounding the depths of Darwin's anti-slavery we have exploited a wealth of unpublished family letters and a massive amount of manuscript material. We use Darwin's notes, cryptic marginalia (where key clues lie) and even ships’ logs and lists of books read by Darwin. His published notebooks and correspondence (some 15,000 letters are now known) are an invaluable source: sixteen of the projected thirty-two volumes of The Correspondence of Charles Darwin have already been published by an international team whose deciphering and transcribing can only be called heroic. Add to this the extraordinary growth of historical studies on transatlantic race, racism and slavery, and we are equipped to connect Darwin for the first time with the most forceful moral movement of his age.

The discovery and recovery of Darwin's letters is still something of a rolling revolution. Even as we write new ones are turning up – not least, from the son of the most famous ‘immediatist’ abolitionist in the world, the American William Lloyd Garrison. It confirms what we had come to suspect, that Darwin was an admirer of the most uncompromising, non-violent Christian leader in the anti-slavery movement. Garrison was, in Darwin's words, ‘a man to be for ever revered’. Darwin was overjoyed on hearing that the blistering anti-slavery passage in his Beagle journal had been read to the elderly Garrison, whose son reported to Darwin how it shed ‘a new and welcome light on your character as a philanthropist’. To think, Darwin replied, that a man ‘whom I honor from the bottom of my soul, should have heard and approved of the few words which I wrote many years ago on Slavery’.7 This correspondence shows how much is still to be learned about Darwin.

Not only is the evolutionary upshot of his hatred of slavery unknown, Darwin's humanitarian imperative itself has never been brought adequately to the fore.8 We try to show how it locks him into the context of nineteenth-century abolitionism, and how it speaks directly to our post-colonial age, with its hatred of ethnic cleansing and apartheid. Ours is a book about a caring, compassionate man who was affected for life by the scream of a tortured slave.

Finally, a word about terminology. Although ‘scientific racism’ is said to start about 1860 – taking over from an earlier xenophobia – we believe that such a hard-and-fast line is problematic. If ‘racism’ is taken to mean categorizing difference in order to denigrate, control or even enslave, then its scientific components and rationale can be traced much earlier. It is generally unknown that American slavery-justifying race-agitators were actually booming their hatreds as early as 1841 at the British Association for the Advancement of Science. Even before that they were linking subjugation to the anatomical ‘inferiority’ of blacks. These ideologies and slaving justifications bathed the cultural debates embroiling Darwin throughout the 1840s and 1850s, and we think that ‘racism’ is an acceptable historical term in Darwin's context.

We must add to this an apology for our ethnological faux pas. All the actors in our story – Darwin included – held derogatory views of other peoples to some extent, and used terms to match. While we try at times to mention the modern self-appellations of peoples, it would be confusing to mix Darwin's and modern ones, and so we have stuck to contemporary usages in most places. That goes for inclusive language also. We use a mix of contemporary and modern terms for Homo sapiens: ‘man’, ‘mankind’, ‘humankind’, ‘humanity’ and ‘human beings’. Of course we regard such terms, along with ‘savages’, ‘Kaffirs’, ‘Bantu’, ‘Hottentot’ and so on, together with ‘race’ and ethnic labels generally, as historically constructed, but it would be tedious to place them in inverted commas every time; so also ‘Negro’, a respectful period-term for black people, and ‘mulatto’, a negative term.

This, then, is the untold story of how Darwin's abhorrence of slavery led to our modern understanding of evolution.


1
The Intimate ‘Blackamoor’

No ‘evil more monstrous has ever existed upon earth’. So said the leading anti-slavery campaigner Thomas Clarkson on celebrating the end of the slave trade. Clarkson was supported and part-financed by Charles Darwin's grandfather, the master potter Josiah Wedgwood. But the words could equally have been Darwin's – or those of his other grandfather, the libertine, poet and Enlightenment evolutionist Erasmus Darwin. For all of them slavery was a depravity to make one's ‘blood boil’, in Charles Darwin's words, a sin requiring expiation: ‘to think that we Englishmen and our American descendants… have been and are so guilty’. The trade – transporting snatched Africans to labour till their deaths in the fields and factories of the New World and elsewhere – was outlawed in the British dominions in 1807. That was two years before Darwin was born, and he would grow up awaiting abolition of the damnable slavery system itself in the British colonies (which came in 1833).

Even then Charles Darwin continued to see the worst excesses of slavery for himself on the Beagle voyage (1831–6) and he was revolted by its ‘heart-sickening atrocities’.1 Slavery, justified by the planters’ belief that black slaves were a separately created animal species, was the immoral blot on his youthful landscape and a spur to his emancipist study of origins – evolution, we call it today. The enormity of the crime in the eyes of the Darwins and their Wedgwood cousins was understandable: the African slave abductions had resulted in probably the largest forced migration of humans in history.

The mass action against slavery between the 1780s and 1830s engendered a new feeling of patriotic pride in British liberty after the loss of the American colonies. The campaign made anti-slavery ‘unprecedentedly popular’ in Darwin's formative years.2 He was not alone in growing up in such a humanitarian environment; he was not alone in sharing its goals. But Darwin's undermining of slavery was a unique scientific response and it would shape the modern world.

Charles Darwin's family engagement with abolitionism began with his grandfathers, the doctor, philanderer, poet and prodigiously fat Erasmus Darwin on the one side, and the stern Unitarian and industrial potter Josiah Wedgwood on the other. These men would meet on full-moon-lit nights, with other prime movers who would power a technological revolution, in an informal Lunar Society of Birmingham.

Birmingham was a proud manufacturing town, full of self-made industrialists, its iron foundries exporting goods through Liverpool docks. But some trade items were sinister. In Erasmus's day almost 200 British ships were plying the slave trade between Africa and Jamaica, more than half out of Liverpool. These ships alone transported 30,000 slaves a year. The city had grown fat on the trade in flesh and was ‘so risen in opulence and importance’ as to be inured to the immorality of it all. The tall ships heading back to Africa carried ‘a cheap sort of fire-arms from Birmingham, Sheffield, and other places’, as well as powder, bullets and iron bars, all made in the Birmingham area, and all used to barter for the slaves. The local trade was partly funding slavery. There was a growing awareness of the fact: in 1788 the ex-slave Olaudah Equiano had passed through Birmingham on a propagandist anti-slavery tour and been well received. There was plenty of call on the new industrial furnaces, with Jamaica's slaves being punished by having ‘iron-collars [fastened] round their necks, connected with each other by a chain’.3 Erasmus Darwin was livid in 1789 on learning of the destination of these foundry products. Already planning ways to get Parliament to stop the trade, he wrote to Josiah Wedgwood: ‘I have just heard that there are muzzles or gags made at Birmingham for the slaves in our islands.’ One of these instruments, scarcely suitable for beasts, could be ‘exhibited by a speaker in the House of Commons’ during a coming debate. Or what about a specimen of the ‘long whips, or wire tails’, used in the West Indies? When it came to swaying a debate, ‘an instrument of torture of our own manufacture would have a greater effect, I dare say’.4 Wedgwood canvassed the likely impact with his London friends.

All emancipation stirred Erasmus Darwin. In the 1780s, when Quakers and then Anglicans began organizing against the trade, Erasmus lent them his devastating pen. Like everyone, he stood aghast at the Zong slave-ship atrocity, in which 133 sickly blacks were flung overboard so that the owners could claim the insurance on their lost ‘property’. Fellow Lunar members were equally affected by the Africans' plight, not least Darwin's best friend and eccentric in benevolence, the Rousseauian Thomas Day (who so cared for animals that he refused to break horses). He versified in The Dying Negro on a runaway slave who chose suicide rather than be separated from his white lover.5 Verse best served the cause, and in mastering the art, Erasmus himself mastered his passions. He could celebrate ‘the loves of the plants’ in his bucolic Botanic Garden, but then out of the blue, the sunny lines flashed incandescent, a lightning rod for his wrath:


E'en now in Afric's groves with hideous yell

Fierce SLAVERY stalks, and slips the dogs of hell;

From vale to vale the gathering cries rebound,

And sable nations tremble at the sound! –

– YE BANDS OF SENATORS! Whose suffrage sways

Britannia's realms, whom either Ind obeys;

Who right the injured, and reward the brave,

Stretch your strong arm, for ye have power to save!

… hear this truth sublime,

‘HE, WHO ALLOWS OPPRESSION, SHARES THE CRIME.’6


No Doctor Pangloss wrote those lines, or



The whip, the sting, the spur, the fiery brand,

And, cursed Slavery! thy iron hand…7



The revelations of slave misery and brutality were such as no enlightened Europe should endure.

And Erasmus was a child of the Enlightenment. A fervid republican, he flag-waved for the American and French revolutions. He invented machines, predicted the future and wrote poetry copiously. All progress for him was linked to an upward-sweeping, sex-driven material evolution, as set out in his vast bio-medical treatise on ‘the laws of life’, Zoonomia. That evolutionary vision might have been buried in the book but for Erasmus's popular poetry. Verse made the doctor's love of sex and progress a political force. ‘Darwinianism’, it was dubbed – to versify in the manner of Erasmus Darwin. In the long years of Tory crackdown in Britain following the French Revolution, his works were slammed as atheistic and subversive. Even young Charles Darwin at Edinburgh University in 1825–7 would read diatribes on his grandfather's ‘unbounded extravagance’, which ‘benighted, bewildered, and confounded’ readers with its near blasphemous idolatry of the material world.8 And it would provide a salutary tale, reminding the grandson of the need for circumspection.


Old Erasmus loathed cruelty, whether to man or beast. All creatures in his evolving world were sensitive, suffering and deserving of respect, even the humblest. Never holier-than-thou, he delighted in being lowlier-than-thou. Zoonomia trumped the Bible's ‘Go to the ant, thou sluggard’ with ‘Go, proud reasoner, and call the worms thy sister!’ With mind reaching so low in the scale of nature and morality held so high in this vaunted ‘age of reason’, nothing would keep Erasmus from fighting against cruelty to any beast, or any human with skin-deep difference. To achieve the greatest health and happiness there should be ‘no slavery… no despotism’. In his botanical Phytologia, on the subject of West Indies’ sugar cane, he burst out, ‘Great God of Justice! grant that it may soon be cultivated only by the hands of freedom, and may thence give happiness to the labourer, as well as to the merchant and consumer.’9

His fellow members of the Lunar Society concurred. Skilled ‘mech-anicks’ and ‘chymists’, manufacturers and doctors, poets, even the radical Unitarian minister Joseph Priestley: the Lunaticks some called them, and they were indeed mad about science, with nine of the twelve being elected Fellows of the Royal Society. Iron, coal and steam were elemental to them, fly-wheel revolutions as vital as political revolutions. Their beam engines and great factories seemed to be driving forward the progress that Erasmus saw running up through nature, with no end in sight. Science-based enterprise would elevate and emancipate humanity as surely as good men acting together would stamp out the barbaric slave trade.

Most were strong Dissenters (they stood outside the state-established Church of England and suffered discrimination as a result – thus many were political and moral reformers). The Lunaticks held a progressive, unconventional faith like Erasmus's. One was his patient Josiah Wedgwood I, Charles Darwin's maternal grandfather, renowned for his fashionable tableware and vases. Prosperity was no hedge against mortality for the master potter – ailments plagued the Wedgwood family. Josiah's smallpox-affected right leg was amputated below the knee, a terrifying ordeal without anaesthetic. Josiah insisted on watching the operation. Afterwards the anniversary became ‘St Amputation Day’, but he endured shooting pains for the rest of his life from a phantom limb and ill-fitting wooden prostheses.10 Josiah and Erasmus both knew suffering.

In his potting sheds at ‘Etruria’ in Staffordshire, Wedgwood sought to make ‘such machines of the men as cannot err’, and a timepiece ran the shifts clockwork fashion. His religious universe ran in a similar way. The family were ‘rational Dissenters’, discarding the Trinity and Jesus's divinity as corruptions of early Christianity. In their creedless Unitarianism – taught rigorously by Wedgwood's factory chemist Priestley – God's world was like a self-perfecting engine, with each person improved by following the perfect man, Jesus. Salvation was open to all, without regard for rank, ritual or race. Women found the levelling ethos empowering, and the next generation of Wedgwood wives and daughters would contribute more than their equal share to the anti-slavery cause.

Such radicals did not fare well in the rumour-ridden aftermath of the French Revolution. In July 1791 Priestley's chapel, house and laboratory were gutted by a reactionary mob crying, ‘No philosophers – Church and King for ever!’ Other Lunar men, terrorized, armed themselves and their factories.11 Darwin and Wedgwood became more circumspect after Priestley fled to America. The next generation made its peace with the Church, baptizing their children (thus Charles Darwin was christened an Anglican). A Wedgwood grandson even became the family's vicar and young Charles Darwin, after failing at medicine, would be sent to Cambridge University to prepare for ordination.

Josiah and Erasmus had teamed up to fight the slave trade, the corpulent doctor with his sharpened pen, poised like a spiky buttress beside the peg-leg potter, whose flair for merchandising and London showroom gave him metropolitan connections. Parliamentary petitions against the slave trade had sprung up in 1788, over a hundred of them countrywide, the people's voice in an age when few had the vote. Erasmus sent Josiah's on to the Lunatick ‘Birmingham F.R.S.s’ for their signatures and forwarded it on for more to ‘Dr Darwin of Shrewsbury’, Erasmus's son Robert, Charles Darwin's father. But the sugar merchants and planters’ lobby was powerful, and Parliament only agreed to regulate conditions on the slave ships. Even so, as William Wilberforce, the leading parliamentary spokesman for abolition, prepared to open the first debate in the House of Commons, a shocking broadsheet appeared on the streets. It showed the section of a loaded slaver with 482 black bodies packed below decks, the legal limit being an appalling 454.12 All parties redoubled their efforts to counter this black agony brought on by white greed.

The anti-slavery side of manufacturing fought back. In London, the Society for Effecting the Abolition of the Slave Trade, founded in 1787, needed an official seal. Wedgwood, one of the first on its Committee, produced the image: a black man on one knee, shackled hand and foot, with eyes and hands pointing heavenward, pleading ‘Am I not a Man and a Brother?’ The words might have been his but the kneeling figure resonated as a piece of Christian art. A seal and woodcut were made, and Etruria cast a small oval medallion, with the slave shown in relief, ‘in his own native colour’. It stood out in the pottery's range of collectable cameos. But it was not for sale. Wedgwood produced thousands at his own expense for distribution by the Society and its friends. In 1789 Benjamin Franklin, president of Philadelphia's abolition society, was sent a consignment. Batches were continually fired to keep pace with parliamentary debates, and inevitably the tiny ovals became a must-have solidarity accessory, a sort of poppy or yellow ribbon of its day.13 Gentlemen mounted it on snuff-boxes, women in hair-pins, bracelets and pendants. Commercial variants came out, with coat-buttons, shirt-pins, medals and even mugs showing, sometimes ignominiously, ‘the poor fetter'd SLAVE on bended knee / From Britain's sons imploring to be free’.

Darwin printed those lines beside a woodcut in his Botanic Garden, with a note explaining the cameo was ‘of Mr. Wedgwood's manufacture’. He had ‘distributed many hundreds, to excite the humane to attend to and to assist in the abolition of the detestable traffic in human creatures’. Darwin continued, imploring:


Hear, oh, BRITANNIA! potent Queen of isles,

On whom fair Art, and meek Religion smiles,

Now AFRIC'S coasts thy craftier sons invade,

And Theft and Murder take the garb of Trade!

– The SLAVE, in chains, on supplicating knee,


Spreads his wide arms, and lifts his eyes to Thee;

With hunger pale, with wounds and toil oppress'd,

‘ARE WE NOT BRETHREN?’ sorrow choaks the rest;

– AIR! Bear to heaven upon thy azure flood

Their innocent cries! – EARTH! Cover not their blood!14


In London, Josiah shared his business skills with the Committee. At home he distributed tracts and held ‘country meetings’ to rouse the gentry. Were they to know a ‘hundredth part of what has come to my knowledge of the accumulated distress brought upon millions of our fellow creatures by this inhuman traffic’, they would rise up in protest. He helped former slaves, notably Olaudah Equiano. An Igbo, kidnapped in Nigeria as a child, Equiano had endured every trial and was now tramping the country, proselytizing and publicizing his autobiography. Bristol lay on his itinerary, but it was a dangerous slave-sugar port, and he turned to Josiah for help. He feared being press-ganged ‘on the account of my Publick spirit to put an end to the accursed practice of slavery’ and ending up back in chains. Josiah stood ready to have his London business manager intercede with the Admiralty, should the need arise.15

The frail, earnest Wilberforce became abolition's most effective parliamentary vote-winner. He kept Wedgwood abreast of evidence submitted to the slave-trade Select Committee, set up by the government as a delaying tactic. After Erasmus Darwin and Josiah Wedgwood heard of the ‘muzzles’ being forged in Birmingham, Wilberforce's motion to ban slave imports into the West Indies was defeated: the Tory evangelical Wilberforce went to the Whig Unitarian's pottery works to talk strategy:

… to Wedgwood's – Etruria, got there to dinner – three sons and three daughters, and Mrs. W. – a fine, sensible, spirited family, intelligent and manly in behaviour, – situation good – house rather grand… Discussed all evening.16

Morals, manners and money spanned the ideological divide, as they would always do in British anti-slavery. The children noted by Wilber-force in his diary were Charles Darwin's future aunts and uncles – and Susannah, who would be his mother.

The Spirit rather than steam-power animated the ‘Saints’, another London lobby looking to Wilberforce as its parliamentary voice. So called for being righteous, the Saints hated slavery as the deepest sin, which, without repentance, would surely bring down God's wrath on the nation. Some sat on the London abolition Committee. The families intermarried and a few put down roots in Clapham, a village south of London: hence they became more prosaically the ‘Clapham Sect’. As a young man, Charles Darwin had relatives in the village who still preserved its ethos.

Clapham's was a rarefied air, far from the factory din. Most of the Saints had inherited wealth: the Member of Parliament Henry Thornton massively so, with Bank of England directors in the family. At his mansion, Battersea Rise, the Saints met in the library to pray and plan for a worldwide moral revolution. Wilberforce lived here before moving into ‘Broomfield’ next door. His own neighbour in ‘Glenelg’ was another MP, Charles Grant, director of the East India Company. These men ran banks and businesses and practised law, and favoured Cambridge for their sons: Charles Darwin, raised in similar privilege, would join them at the University.

The Saints were Anglican evangelicals, living in hope of eternal salvation more than material progress. Their religious life centred on the parish church. Here the moral revolution planned at Battersea Rise acquired God's conquering grace and would stretch even to ‘the uttermost parts of the earth’. With five Saints Members of Parliament they added political clout to the power of grace. Their Church Missionary Society and the British and Foreign Bible Society became world brands, but the Abolition Society was the jewel in Clapham's crown. Numerous other societies were set up to regenerate morals and manners, from ‘bettering the condition of the poor’ to the ‘Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Animals’. The latter sanctified an ‘extension of humanity to the brute creation’, and Darwin, fifteen when the SPCA was formed, would have seen it that way. He could be left white with rage at the sight of a horse being whipped, or later in life prosecute a local for mistreating sheep.17 He shared the Society's core values.

So a coalition of disparate groups formed around a slave crying, ‘Am I not a Man and a Brother?’ The man who acted as a lynchpin holding these parties together was another guest at Wedgwood's Etruria. Thomas Clarkson was a grim, intense, tall and burly investigator and propagandist. He trudged from port to port collating evidence from slave-ship sailors, merchants and customs officials to build damning reports on the brutality of the slave trade. He was supported through thick and thin by Wedgwood, who provided a Midlands base and finances. No one did more to shape the culture of anti-slavery into which Charles Darwin was born than Clarkson.

Wilberforce may have taken up abolition during a talk with prime minister William Pitt at his home on the Kentish North Downs in May 1787. As legend has it, seated ‘in the open air at the root of an old tree at Holwood just above the steep descent into the vale of Keston’, Wilberforce heard God's call to fight the slave trade (the spot would lie within strolling distance of Down House where Charles Darwin lived half a century later). In truth, his action had followed months of arm-twisting by Clarkson, then a young activist sitting with Wedgwood on the Abolition Society's Committee.

Educated at St John's College, Cambridge, Clarkson overlapped with Wilberforce and other future Saints. At Magdalene College, too, a set of earnest evangelicals thrived under the mastership of the Revd Peter Peckard, a reforming Whig who admired their sincerity almost as much as he hated the slave trade. In these colleges abolition first took root in the university, feeding into Clapham and then the wider movement.18 The defining moment for Clarkson came in 1784 when he heard Peckard thunder against the slave trade as a ‘Sin against the light of Nature, and the accumulated evidence of divine Revelation’, from the towering twenty-foot University pulpit in Great St Mary's.

Peckard ended with a prayer ‘for our brethren in the West Indies’, which sparked a debate about whether black
 men really were brothers of Cambridge dons. Peckard answered in a pamphlet, Am I Not a Man? and a Brother?, stamped with a kneeling slave and published to coincide with an anti-slave trade petition from the university's Senate. He scorned claims that ‘the native inhabitants of Africa are not of the Human Species; that they are Animals of an inferior class; or if they have any relationship to the human race, they are some spurious brood’. And were the offspring of black and white an ‘unnatural mixture’, as planters alleged? No. Peckard, a friend and patron of Equiano and his English wife and children, had observed the descendants of ‘a Negroe married to a white woman’ and found them just like himself. ‘Black and White men, though different in Sort are the same in Kind, and consequently… Negroes are Men.’19

It was a direct rebuttal of the pernicious planter lore. Jamaican slavery apologists even in the 1770s were making ‘Negroes’ a different species of human. More, they saw black–white crosses leading to infertile hybrids –setting hares running that Charles Darwin would himself chase decades later. Out of this planter literature also came the notion of the ‘contamination’ of racially pure white blood – something again that would surface in the American South's propaganda when Charles Darwin was working on his evolutionary theory. Species separation was arguably a common planter position, founded on observations of a demoralized, uneducated, mentally stifled slave population. Visitors were horrified to find the idea of separate species a common opinion still in Jamaica in the 1820s, and in Brazil (where Charles Darwin's hands-on experience lay) the black was regarded ‘as merely an intermediate step between man and the brute creation’.20

Not merely a different species, then, but one so ‘lowly’ as to touch the beasts. ‘Negroes’ were ‘the vilest of the human kind, to which they have little… pretension of resemblance’. For many planters it was a convenient post hoc justification for black bondage. Africans were the ‘parent of everything that is monstrous in nature’, and their women are as ‘libidinous and shameless as monkies’. From that it was a short step to the calumny that black women take ‘these animals frequently to their embrace’ – so close were Negro and monkey species that even sexual unions were common. Destitute of morality, incapable of civilization, black people were hardly above the ape themselves. The chimpanzee was little known; a black person, it seems, not much more.21 The upshot was so much mud-slinging about the unlikelihood that ‘an oran-outang husband would be any dishonour to an Hottentot female’.

Peckard had implacably opposed all of this. Such planter propaganda was also anathema to Wedgwood and Clarkson. They expected it to incur the ‘heaviest judgment of Almighty God, who made of one blood all the sons of men’. Clarkson had taken up the cause in 1785 when Peckard, vice-chancellor of the university, set an essay competition on the subject ‘Whether it is lawful to enslave the unconsenting’. Most classically educated undergraduates focused on the ancient world; Clarkson tackled the current Atlantic trade. He uncovered conditions so abominable that he gave up all thoughts of the pulpit to devote his life to fighting the abduction of Africans. On the slave ships, the chained blacks, with sixteen inches allotted to each, 400 to 500 per ship, were packed even on jutting shelving, there to endure the Atlantic crossing on one pint of water a day and two meals of yams or beans. On good voyages ‘only’ 5 per cent died. Reports of captured slavers told of the wretches being mostly unable to stand, with some ‘completely paralysed’. A naval chase might result in worse atrocities. In Charles Darwin's student days slavers could still jettison chained blacks overboard and claim loss of property on the insurance, or drop them over ‘wedged up in casks’ to force the pursuing cruisers to stop and rescue the slaves, allowing the slavers to slip away.22

Copies of Clarkson's published Essay on the Slavery and Commerce of the Human Species (1786), which won the vice-chancellor's prize, went to MPs, including Wilberforce. Out of this lobby came the nucleus of the London Committee of the Abolition Society, with Clarkson as its roving ambassador. From London to Birmingham, Manchester, Staffordshire and Shrewsbury he travelled, then to the slave-trade ports of Bristol and Liverpool (where he was assaulted on a quayside). Clarkson seemed to be everywhere, riding 35,000 miles collecting facts before a breakdown – and lack of cash – made him pause.

Wedgwood money refloated him. After the Saints set up the Sierra Leone Company to create a bridgehead in West Africa for liberated slaves, Wedgwood was one of those Clarkson approached. Shares in the company, £50 each, had to be kept from the slave merchants. Men like Wedgwood would put the good of Africa above ‘Commercial Profit’ and introduce ‘Light & Happiness into a Country, where the Mind was kept in Darkness & the Body nourished only for European Chains’.23 In Staffordshire to obtain the money in 1791, Clarkson found the Wedgwoods already using East Indian sugar rather than slave sugar from the West Indies, supporting the consumer boycott then in full swing. If petitions against the slave trade could not force Parliament's hand, lost tax revenue surely would. Clarkson had tens of thousands of sugar-abstinence pamphlets distributed, with Josiah paying for 2,000, each again emblazoned with ‘Am I not a Man and a Brother?’ Wedgwood pledged ‘to procure petitions’ from surrounding towns and he sent thirty guineas to cover expenses before the forthcoming parliamentary debate.24 From this point on there would be continual Wedgwood financing for the closure of the slave trade.

Even after Clarkson had fallen out with the Clapham Saints over Sierra Leone, Wedgwood was there. Even after visiting revolutionary Paris and coming away, as Clarkson told Wedgwood, entertaining ‘Notions of Liberty & having totally left the Church’, and when others would no longer ‘subscribe a single Shilling’ to a Jacobin and leveller, 25 Charles Darwin's Unitarian grandfather stood firm. He still reimbursed Clarkson's running costs.

It was thanks to such men, then, that the trading in slaves was finally outlawed in the British dominions in 1807, just before Charles Darwin was born. Some have seen it as a system in decline anyway, with the costly tariffs propping up West Indian sugar imports over those from the free-labour East Indies
 (which the Wedgwoods were buying) making abolition economically attractive. The original words of the abolition bill talked of the trading in Africans as ‘contrary to the principles of justice, humanity, and sound policy’, but the words ‘justice’ and ‘humanity’ were dropped on its third reading in the House of Commons. And yet justice and humanity were crucial to Darwin/Wedgwood feeling and rhetoric, no less than to the country at large. The oppressed were portrayed in radical literature as ‘black Englishmen’ who were being crushed and exploited; the Dissenters of nearby Derby (grandfather Erasmus's home) called slavery ‘a System full of Wickedness, hateful to God’.26 For Darwin's family the system was cruel and ending it was a moral imperative, not an economic necessity.

Charles Darwin was the second son of Dr Robert Darwin and Josiah Wedgwood's daughter Susannah. He was born in 1809 at The Mount, the three-storey mansion that his father (known sternly as ‘the Doctor’) had built on the outskirts of Shrewsbury, high on a bluff above the River Severn. The building symbolized the Doctor's own self-confidence. The Mount stood for solid security, like a bank – and, indeed, Dr Darwin was a noted financier and trustee of local charities. Even with a thriving practice, most of his income came from shrewd investments, including mortgages to the gentry.

His mother dying in 1817, Charles Darwin was effectively brought up by his older sisters (Marianne, Caroline and Susan; he also had a younger sister, Catherine). Along with a love of liberty, the girls taught him respect for life and sympathy for God's creatures. This caring education would continue when young Darwin visited his Wedgwood cousins: here he would learn, when fishing with worms, how to kill them first in brine to spare them the suffering of being spitted. Compassion and anti-cruelty were paramount in the family.

Josiah Wedgwood II (‘Uncle Jos’) – Susannah's brother – had followed his father at the factory and on to the London abolition Committee. He knew Wilberforce and Clarkson from their visits to Etruria, and they valued his youthful commitment as much as his wealth. Clarkson himself publicized Jos's election to the Committee. This was a dozen years before even Wilberforce's friends from Clapham had joined. ‘The time is fast approaching’, Uncle Jos was assured by his father, ‘when [the slave trade] & the other abuses of government will be destroyed, & justice… will be admitted as the ruling principle of legislation & politics’.27

With a family of his own and a mortgage from Dr Darwin, Jos had bought a wooded estate in Staffordshire ten miles from the factory and thirty from Shrewsbury. The Elizabethan house, Maer Hall, near Newcastle-under-Lyme, had a fine library stocked with the latest novels, divinity, science, agriculture and travel books, suitable for an industrialist's country retreat. It was still being decorated when, after eleven abolition bills lost in fifteen years, on 25 March 1807 the trade in black lives was finally made illegal throughout the British colonies. Maer Hall, freshly painted, its grounds restored, matched the buoyant mood. Jos's youngest daughter, Emma, was born there in early 1808, with Dr Darwin attending. A golden age lay ahead for the family: forty years memorable for their ‘peace, hospitality, and cordiality’ as much as their energy and social commitment, an era in which Wedgwoods and Darwins together would see slave-owning itself abolished.

Jos's four daughters were all older than Charles Darwin, all humanitarians, all devoted to the same causes. After Susannah's death, the Darwins and their cousins half lived together, filling the void. Staying with the Wedgwood girls at Maer was also a way of avoiding the Doctor, who was increasingly overweight and overbearing. ‘Charley’ spent many of his happiest days at Maer, fishing and hunting, or browsing Uncle Jos's books. ‘Life there was perfectly free’, he remembered.28 Charles would end up marrying Emma. He would also end up understandably worrying about the effects of in-breeding, in families no less than in evolution.

Humanitarian efforts were central to their lives. At Maer, the women supported asylums, benefit clubs, infirmaries, reading rooms, Sunday schools, anti-cruelty societies, ‘temperance teas’ and more. Jos's sister Sarah (‘Aunt Sarah’), living nearby, was the soul of generosity. A rich rentier, she was staunchly anti-slavery. No more urgent concern was expressed in the vast correspondence of these Wedgwood women than for the emancipation of black slaves.

Although the trade had been outlawed in 1807, merchants and sea captains were willing to flout the law for the lucrative prize. And other countries – despite pressure from Britain and harassment from the Navy – remained engaged. But the big desideratum now was not so much the end of trade as of slavery itself. The West Indies cane fields were still worked by black slaves, even if planters could not import more. In the century to 1810, about 1.75 million people had been abducted from Africa and sold in the British colonies. Some 750,000 were alive when slavery was abolished in the 1830s. These broken black bodies under the lash had been destined to serve the sugar tooth of the nation – until the nation, with its lobbies of activists, finally baulked. Darwin's young world, then, was buoyed by this huge humanitarian upswelling in the country – the whole family (and most notably his sisters and Wedgwood cousins) were swept along.

Young Darwin had other connections to anti-slavery in Shrewsbury. Longnor Hall, just south of town, was the seat of the Revd Joseph Plymley, archdeacon of Shropshire, a ‘kind and liberal’ man, with a ‘compassionate tenderness for the sufferings of all his fellow-creatures’. Plymley became Clarkson's mainstay; he helped administer his expenses and the pair made Shrewsbury the abolition headquarters in the Midlands. Plymley's son Panton had been reduced to tears on reading Clarkson's Essay, and he came of age fighting for abolition.29 At Longnor, anti-slavery was as much part of the children's education as in the Wedgwood and Darwin households. Panton became Shrewsbury's Whig MP in Darwin's youth and sat as a county magistrate with Dr Darwin. The intimate details of many a family's account books as well as their bodies were familiar to the Doctor. After the Plymleys changed their name to Corbett when the archdeacon inherited estates from an uncle (who had himself raised the county's first anti-slave-trade petition), Dr Darwin's accounts showed a Corbett loan for £2,000, and he would later confide details of the Corbett medical history to Charles Darwin, then studying the evolution of the mind.30

As a ‘corresponding member’ of the London Committee, Archdeacon Plymley – as he then was – anchored one end of an anti-slavery axis stretching from Shrewsbury to the Wedgwoods in Staffordshire. Within this catchment area and beyond the activists distributed ‘short works of authority amongst the people’ and got up petitions. They remained implacable while ‘the national character is stigmatized by injustice & murder’. So it was as Darwin grew up, and in his teens he became close to the archdeacon and his family while hunting on their Longnor 
estate.31

Liverpool was the port closest to Darwin's Shrewsbury home: an exotic place still showing relics of the trade, with African produce, from gum rubber, Gambian cotton, peppers and musks, to Calabar mahogany and gaily coloured cloths. In 1818 the nine-year-old first visited the port, with his brother Erasmus Alvey (his only brother, five years older). Here their mother's family had business interests and anti-slavery friends, and along the docks they probably first encountered black people, stranded by the trade. Even twenty years later Darwin still had a ‘vague memory of ships’ from this trip.32

By now there were a third of a million slaves in Jamaica alone. The anti-slavery tracts painted a terrifying picture for a boy, of the ‘legal constitution of slavery… written in characters of blood, and hung round all those attributes of cruelty and revenge which jealousy, contempt, and terror could suggest’. The quarterly Edinburgh Review, favoured by Darwins and Wedgwoods, damned this ‘atrocious crime’ and called for ‘every Englishman who loves his country [to] dedicate his whole life, and every faculty of his soul, to efface this foul stain from its character’. The pamphlets retailed harrowing accounts of the brutality and relentless drudgery suffered by cane-cutting slaves. Any education was frowned upon by the masters. With marriage outlawed and planters debauched, ‘concubinage’ was presented as the norm, with owners taking their pick of the black women.33 Behind the outrage lay barely concealed concerns about miscegenation and the fate of the mixed-race children, the ‘mulattos’.

It was the cruelty, though, that generated the national anger. Certainly it was what outraged Darwin. With the start of the Anti-Slavery Monthly Reporter in 1825, the sickening minutiae of slave life was picked over in gory detail, making it widely known. Men and women worked regimented in gangs under the whip in these ‘factories in the field’. They were driven like cattle in a team at planting and cutting time; any slacking resulted in both men and women being pinned to the ground, stripped and flogged. Missionaries would tell tear-jerking stories of a multiply-whipped old slave, ‘his posteriors… completely exposed, much lacerated, and bleeding dreadfully’, the man suffering, barely able to walk and shortly to die. Others told of maggots infesting wounds and pregnant women accused of some infraction being forced as a punishment to work in the fields.34

With the Wedgwoods a conduit for tracts, and his sisters fierce proselytizers, the sensitive boy in Shrewsbury in the early 1820s would have read of the ‘husbands’ and ‘wives’ from rival work gangs being wrenched apart and their children sold off; or of planters using threats to sell them as a spur to recalcitrant ‘niggas’. Darwin was later (in Brazil and after) deeply disturbed by the break-up of families and the sale of children – ‘picture to yourself’, he would say, the fear ‘of your wife and your little children… being torn from you and sold like beasts to the first bidder!’ He must have been primed to expect this. He always felt for the children, who were worked as water-carriers in the fields or in menial jobs around the house. Again it would show in his outrage in Brazil on seeing ‘a little boy, six or seven years old’ struck repeatedly with a horse-whip for handing him a tarnished glass of water.35 His tract-upbringing could only have strengthened his conviction that this iniquitous system ran on cruelty.

Shrewsbury petitioned Parliament to end slavery in 1824 as Darwin faced his last year in school. The family also started donating to the new and strategically understated ‘Society for the Mitigation and Gradual Abolition of Slavery’ – known as the Anti-Slavery Society – run by Wilberforce and Thomas Fowell Buxton (the philanthropist also famous for his charitable work among distressed weavers and his criticisms of prison discipline: from 1818 he was an MP and Wilberforce's humanitarian successor in the House of Commons). In the end, the theme common to all of this anti-slavery activity was summed up by the Unitarian words (and Darwin's mother and Wedgwood cousins were Unitarians) prefacing anti-slavery resolutions: the ‘Universal Father [has] made of one blood all nations’.36

But petitions and resolutions were no substitute for meeting an ex-slave. As Charles Darwin prepared for Edinburgh University late in 1825 that prospect lay in store.

‘Susan is hotter than ever about Slavery,’ sister Catherine reported as Darwin suffered his first Scottish frost. After years of Susan's dinner-table talk of anti-slavery Charley was suddenly confronted with the black-slave predicament. Surprisingly his experience came early, in his first university year, a time often dismissed by historians as barren. The wide-eyed freshman Charles Darwin might prove a wastrel in medicine (as his father feared), but the first year was not wasted. Indeed, it likely helped condition his life's work on the deepest social – and scientific – issues.

There are only four surviving letters by Darwin from his time at Edinburgh University (1825–7), and these only offer snap impressions from the early days. The boy – sixteen still when he matriculated – reported back on his professors, some of them friends of his father to be greeted with letters of introduction. But that didn't stop him retailing his frustrations with the lectures.

Darwin certainly intended to study hard. He read voraciously to start, and that would become a lifelong habit. His library cards record subjects ranging from the viscera to insects, philosophy to optics. Some have seen his dedication signalled by his failure to borrow a single novel. In fact, since he reported home within weeks of term's start, ‘I have been most shockingly idle, actually reading two novels at once’, he had clearly brought them in his trunk or was buying them.37 The rot may already have set in by then, January 1826, as suggested by his attitude to Professor Andrew Duncan Jr.

Duncan was full of the latest Continental thought. Here was the doctor famed for his extraction of cinchona from Peruvian bark – the source of anti-malarial quinine – who could thus boast of saving thousands of colonial lives. Even if the medical school was in decline, it still offered the best education for doctors and remained the largest exporter of medical graduates to the four corners of the world. A generation had paid their half-crowns to hear Duncan's lectures on medicines and sample his concoctions of plant extracts.38 But to Darwin it was all doses and prescriptions and deadly boring. He did struggle for a while. He bought Duncan's textbook, The Edinburgh New Dispensatory, and scribbled notes on the contents of about sixty medicines. But the youngster was itchy. To sister Caroline he complained of ‘a long stupid lecture from Duncan’:

But as you know nothing either of the Lecture or Lecturers, I will give you a short account of them. – Dr. Duncan is so very learned that his wisdom has left no room for his sense, & he lectures, as I have already said, on the Materia Medica, which cannot be translated into any word expressive enough of its stupidity.

And so the complaints went on. The fact is he was young, away from home, dislocated, and it left these lectures ‘on a winter's morning… something fearful to remember’.39

The winters were miserably cold. That January was vicious: the Tweed froze, allowing laden carts across. The lochs iced over. Most years were as bad, with November pea-soupers followed by severe snowfalls, when postal riders had to abandon their horses. Foreigners walking to the shore feared their ‘ears and nose… would drop off’, and it was nothing for six-foot drifts to plague walkers into March. So when Darwin complained about wasting ‘a whole, cold, breakfastless hour on the properties of rhubarb!’, one senses his blue toes.40

He lost interest in medicine. But historians have been wrong to write the year off – or have been looking in the wrong place for its importance. It did not lie in the lecture theatre or Infirmary. It lay in a room in the University Museum, where a pleasant black face could be seen daily.

Darwin told sister Susan on 29 January 1826 that ‘I am going to learn to stuff birds, from a blackamoor I believe an old servant of Dr. Duncan’, meaning the professor's father, past eighty and still teaching physic. Darwin wasn't sure of the outcome, clearly, because he added that the arrangement had the benefit ‘of cheapness, if it has nothing else, as he only charges one guinea, for an hour every day for two months’. Evidently the sixteen-going-on-seventeen-year-old saw nothing untoward in paying money to apprentice himself to a Negro, and the forty or so hour-long sessions which he had with the ‘blackamoor’ through that frosty winter clearly made an impact: as an old man he recalled ‘a negro lived in Edinburgh, who had travelled with Waterton and gained his livelihood by stuffing birds, which he did excellently; he gave me lessons for payment, and I used often to sit with him, for he was a very pleasant and intelligent man’. That statement in itself is surprising, lacking so much of the racist hauteur that characterized British society from mid-century.

Darwin's teacher ‘John’ (we think his name was) had arrived in Glasgow from Guyana in 1817 with his Scots ‘master’ Charles Edmonstone. It had been a one-way trip. John could not go back to the West Indies, because returning freedmen no less than escapees risked re-enslavement: his master being at home in Dunbarton, John would simply have lacked protection. So he settled in Scotland. Glasgow was an industrial town built partly on plantation sugar, and where the ‘West India party is nowhere stronger’. Perhaps that made it less congenial, or lucrative, for he had migrated over to cosmopolitan Edinburgh by at least 1823. Here he was living at 37 Lothian Street, close to the museum and a few doors down from Darwin's digs.41 And perhaps this Guyanese ex-slave had received a bit more education beyond bird-stuffing (the plantocracy's resistance to educating their slaves would not have deterred Edmonstone's close friend, the South American explorer Charles Waterton, with whom John travelled through the jungle). Self-employed, trading on his association with the celebrated Waterton



It would seem that the prejudice against colour is less strong in England than in America; for, the few negroes found in this country, are in a condition much superior to that of their countrymen any where else. A black footman is considered as a great acquisition, and consequently, negro servants are sought for and caressed.
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