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Introduction

Some people called him an evil genius. Others just said he was a genius. Still, they unanimously saluted his brainpower. No other thinker shook Victorian England as deeply as Charles Darwin with his theory of evolution by natural selection. But Darwin was the most unspectacular person of all time, a man known to his contemporaries as a quiet, methodical worker, devoted to his family, hard to prise out of his house in the country, averse to ostentation, utterly conventional in his behaviour, modest and unassuming about his results. His personality did not seem to match the incisive brilliance other people saw in his writings.

Even Darwin sometimes wondered how he had done it. How had he, apparently one of the most ordinary of men, produced one of the most radical books of the nineteenth century and turned the society of his day upside down? The personal qualities he spelled out in his autobiography seemed to him insufficient for the changes his theories had introduced. “I have no great quickness of apprehension or wit,” he confessed at the end of his life. “My power to follow a long abstract train of thought is very limited... my memory is extensive but hazy.” He was too gullible to be a real scientist, he thought ruefully. No one else spent his old age investigating whether plants could hear a bassoon.

Looking back, he was equally surprised by the amount of work he had carried out over the years, bemused by the prominence his Origin of Species had brought. Other men, including Alfred Russel Wallace, Herbert Spencer, Robert Chambers, Jean Baptiste Lamarck, and his own grandfather Erasmus Darwin, had all proposed theories of evolution. A handful more claimed to have thought of natural selection before him. So why did Cardinal Manning denounce him alone for relieving God of the “labour of creation,” or his friend William Whewell deny his book a place on the shelves of Trinity College library? Why did Carlyle quip that his ideas were rather a humiliating discovery and the less said about them the better? Darwin could understand Cambridge students dangling a monkey from the roof of the Senate House when he went to receive an honorary degree: it was the same response to his work that led Edward Bulwer Lytton, in What Will He Do With It?, to lampoon him as Professor Long, the author of two huge volumes on limpets; and Charles Kingsley to put the moral question of animal ancestry at the satirical heart of the Water Babies (“If you have a hippopotamus major in your brain, you are no ape”). He was amused enough by the caricatures appearing in Punch and elsewhere to collect some of them at home.

He was far more perplexed about the adulation and abuse raining down in equal portions. Vicars thundered against him from pulpits all over Britain, while American theologians wrestled with the contradictions between his words and the Bible. Elizabeth Gaskell made him the romantic hero of Wives and Daughters at the same time as Madame Blavatsky contemptuously put a copy of the Origin under the arm of a stuffed baboon to signify the anti-Darwinian route theosophy would take, and the Daily Telegraph urged the electors of Southwark not to return Henry Fawcett to Parliament because he had reviewed the Origin favourably. Darwin’s book certainly made him a scientific star. Yet he felt uncomfortable about this celebrity, about the endless unsolicited letters from stonemasons and schoolboys, from Gladstone, Marx, and “A Gorilla”; and was baffled by people’s wanting to name their sons after him. Tourists–some of them just as famous as he was–called at his house hoping to catch a glimpse of him. Later on, Leslie Stephen dubbed him “a noble old hero of science.” And in the end, an unknown admirer (appropriately called Mr. Rich) left him a handsome fortune in his will as a mark of his esteem.

All this for a man who did not use the word “evolution” in the modern sense until the last edition of the Origin published in his lifetime. Not even the phrase “survival of the fittest” was coined by him. “With such moderate abilities as I possess, it is truly surprising that thus I should have influenced to a considerable extent the beliefs of scientific men on some important points.” How had it become Darwin’s century?

The question still remains a puzzle today. Although more has been said or written about Charles Darwin than about any other scientist, and great libraries of his books and papers have been established in England and America, his house turned into a museum, and collections of his manuscripts brought together at considerable cost, the individual behind the fuss remains elusive. Clearly he was not nearly as dull as he maintained, nor was he quite the burnished icon that Victorians and subsequent writers created. His autobiography and the path of history itself have thrown up a smoke screen almost as effective as if no records had been left behind at all.1

One answer surely lies in the intricate relations between a man, his ideas, and the public. Darwinism was made by Darwin and Victorian society. Yet for all the continuing interest in Darwin’s work and personality, remarkably little attention has been paid to the way he lived out his life on this interface: to his life as a gentleman-naturalist in an age when science first became prominent in British society, as a friend of eminent men, a traveller, husband, and father, a best-selling author, a dedicated experimenter, and a shawl-clad Victorian invalid. Many modern books, in fact, portray him as a relatively uncomplicated person, taking him as he liked to see himself. Others tend to search out a sense of purpose, an intellectual consistency, that did not always exist; or detect an inner torment that similarly seems exaggerated. Few attempt to paint a picture his wife or friends might recognise.

And all of them cover the last twenty years of his existence in a few short chapters, as if, after the account of the writing of the Origin, there were nothing more to say.2 But like most people, Darwin was more complicated than he thought and changed in several significant ways as he grew older. What kind of man could write the Origin of Species and the Descent of Man, then start watching worms?

Darwin’s own opinion of himself was characteristically mild. “I was born a naturalist,” he stated in his reminiscences, as if that explained everything. “My love of natural science has been steady and ardent.”3

In some sense there was little else he could have said. Darwin’s love affair with nature dominated his life, as he freely acknowledged, always drawing him on to look further and more intently than other men at the world around him. He was “all eyes,” as his medical friend Edward Lane once said, so alert to the intricacies of living beings and their relationships with their surroundings that explaining nature’s ways became the self-imposed task of a lifetime–his despair and delight. The effort to understand nature was the thread that held his existence together.

Yet none of the influential thinkers, scientists, and philosophers of any historical period were “born” in this simple sense. Because Darwin believed in the Victorian ethos of character–in the inbuilt advantages of mind–and unconsciously endorsed the cult of great men and public heroes that was so much a part of nineteenth-century life, he did not–could not–see that figures like himself were the product of a complex interweaving of personality and opportunity with the movements of the times. Scientific ideas and scientific fame did not come automatically to people who worked hard and collected insects, as Darwin seems to have half hoped they would. A love of natural history could not, on its own, take a governess or a mill-worker to the top of the nineteenth-century intellectual tree. Nor can it, on its own, explain Darwin.

Darwin’s self-assessment, too, was unavoidably subject to the literary and scientific conventions of the time. His autobiographical recollections, written for his family in 1876, six years before he died, tell us hardly anything about the issues that tantalise modern readers. He shrank from analysing motives and found it hard to give “the true key to my whole life,” as John Henry Newman did. “I have never tried looking into my own mind,” he told his cousin Francis Galton bleakly in answer to a questionnaire sent to him at roughly the same time.4 He did not write his autobiography to settle old scores or to find personal insight for the future; nor did he try to justify the natural-history passions that ruled his mental world, not even to his wife, Emma, who spent most of her own life excluded from those innermost thoughts. For all Darwin’s well-known and likable transparency, his heart remained resolutely private. His autobiography was just as much an exercise in camouflage – a disguise – as it was a methodical laying out of the bare bones of his existence.

Inevitably, the things he left unsaid in this autobiography are the most revealing. Behind Darwin lay the vast unacknowledged support system of the Victorian gentry, and beyond that the farflung network of imperial, colonial Britain. He was born a wealthy child in a socially secure, well-connected family. His father was a rich physician and his mother a daughter of Josiah Wedgwood, the potter; his grandfathers on both sides were noted for their contributions to science, philosophy, and technology. He possessed many advantages in life, including an education at the best institutions Britain had to offer. The friends he made at Cambridge University proved influential figures over the years, especially in the way they generated an invitation for him to join the Beagle’s expedition round the world and then eased his entrance into London’s scientific circles after his return. Soon after that return, Darwin married one of his Wedgwood cousins, who provided all the secure comforts of a sedately upper-class, countrified existence. Darwin was not always easy to live with from a wife’s point of view, and Emma Wedgwood, like the respectable Victorian woman she was, sacrificed many of her personal expectations so that he could devote his thoughts to science.

It is also clear that an extraordinary number of people were drawn one way or another into Darwin’s scientific projects. His Beagle contemporaries, his wife, friends, and neighbours, a wide variety of colonial correspondents, pigeon fanciers, cousins, aunts, and nephews, local gardeners, country squires, the family butler, Darwin’s children, other people’s children, the village vicar, university professors, botanical and physiological experts, medical men, and unsuspecting household pets–all these were vital accessories in furthering the progress of his evolutionary researches. Darwin’s work was entirely a social process in this sense, and the “facts” he collected represented a collaborative endeavour fully documented in his extensive correspondence.5 Darwin did not simply sit in the middle of Victorian society soaking up the overriding themes of the age. On the contrary, Victorian society made him. He built his theories out of information physically extracted from others. He knew how to charm, how to make people help him. And the collaboration was mostly hierarchical, with Darwin acting as a greedy spider, throwing out a thread here, pulling in a fly there. He was a “miser with facts,” he gloated in middle age, accumulating them like treasure trove. By no means can the Origin be seen as an individual triumph.

Furthermore, when the Origin was published, it was not Darwin but his scientific friends who took the brunt of defending the idea of evolution in public. Without Thomas Henry Huxley acting as a pugnacious bulldog to his stay-at-home Labrador, Darwin would have been lost in the ensuing conflict; and prominent figures like Joseph Hooker, Alfred Russel Wallace, Charles Lyell, and the Harvard botanist Asa Gray, who each had serious misgivings about some part of Darwin’s theory or other, willingly picked up their cudgels on his behalf. Even Darwin’s notorious illnesses were excused and glamorised by his contemporaries as the penalty of intellect: characteristic, it was believed, of the deeply thoughtful group of eminent men to which he belonged. As Darwin sheepishly admitted, continuous ill health “saved me from the distractions of society and amusement.”

Darwin’s real life, in short, belies the common view of him as an isolated recluse. There was a sliver of ice inside enabling him to make the most of all the advantages he possessed and the circumstances in which he found himself. Though he was often alone with his theories, morbidly turning over the ideas of death and struggle on which the concept of natural selection was based, frequently unable to cope with the pressures of publication and fearful of the controversies that were bound to follow, deliberately avoiding the demands of social engagements, almost bored with fame towards the end, and only too keen to close the study door safely behind him or to retreat to his greenhouse, he was also, in another sense, propped up by British society. His story is the story of the era–of the different ways in which a man could emerge as a profound thinker in Victorian Britain, of the way that someone could take up and turn around the assumptions of the age and become a hero for doing so. It is the story of the transformation, in a particular time and place, of an amiable but rather aimless young man into a scientific giant whose intellectual heights have scarcely ever been rivalled.

He was no more “born a naturalist” than he was a sailor or politician.
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chapter

1

BOBBY

HE was born into Jane Austen’s England. Indeed, the Darwins could have stepped straight out of the pages of Emma, the four girls sharply intelligent about the foibles of others, their father as perceptive as Mr. Knightley. The boys had several equally distinctive qualities. Charles Darwin and his older brother, Erasmus, were obliging and sympathetic young men full of the gentle humour, domestic attachments, and modest tastes that made Austen’s characters stand out in the drawing rooms of local notables, with a good range of idiosyncratic failings to match. These natural attributes were enhanced by a substantial family fortune. Like sensible Mr. Weston with his warm heart and easy financial circumstances, the two were general favourites: “always acceptable,” as Emma Woodhouse said of Weston. Behind the scenes presided Mrs. Darwin, a clever, well-educated woman, at one time a friend of the novelist Maria Edgeworth, who now led a retired life, the female counterpart to Mr. Woodhouse, “never quite well & never very ill,” according to her sister Kitty.

The Darwins, like Austen’s fictional families, lived in a sleepy market town in the countryside, in their case in Shrewsbury, the county capital of Shropshire, standing on the River Severn halfway between the manufacturing Midlands and Wales. Further downstream in the Severn Gorge smouldered William Hazledine’s ironworks, the driving force of the Industrial Revolution. North-east sat the smoking chimneys of the Potteries. But Shrewsbury itself was untouched by any signs of industrial change. The big black-and-white houses of Tudor wool merchants lined the narrow streets leading up to an old marketplace, eventually giving way to a castle and well-established “public” school for boys, while all around the bottom of the hill curved the river and its meadows, enclosing the town, as Daniel Defoe said, in the form of a horseshoe. It was a fine place to live, thought Defoe: a “large, pleasant, populous, and rich town; full of gentry and yet full of trade too.”

This quiet provincial capital enclosed the Darwin family and others like them in a genteel, self-contained world defined in social terms by the landed gentlemen of neighbouring estates and wealthy manufacturers. Books and letters, newspapers, country walks, sewing, riding, painting, proper English talk about the weather, and debates about current affairs with like-minded friends were punctuated by regular visits to cousins and music festivals in nearby towns. “We are going on much in our usual hum drum style,” wrote one of these friends: “a little hunting, a little shooting & now and then a little argument about the Reform Bill.” Science–or natural philosophy, as it was then called–was very much a part of this culture. The Darwins kept abreast of all the latest improvements in factory technology and–the women included–were familiar with many of the leading scientific concepts of the age from their varied reading. Fireside discussions were as likely to range over recent changes in interpreting chemical phenomena, pottery glazes, or the classification of plants as they were to dissect Rob Roy or consider a collection of scenic prints. When talk on these subjects was exhausted, one or another of the sisters would read novels or improving literature aloud.

Their entertainments were just as sedate. “Balls, suppers, oyster-feasts, meets of hounds, an occasional visit from a party of strolling players,” made up the winter’s festivities, complained Eliza Meteyard, who spent her early years in Shrewsbury before escaping to London. The Darwins avidly followed the course of local elections, charitable movements, and parliamentary reform, attended dances, and speculated endlessly about marriages forged between branches of the Shropshire gentry. They went to dine at the great houses of the county during the season and gave their own parties in return. Still, “it is not the custom in this town,” wrote Mrs. Darwin in surprise to her brother in Staffordshire, “to give dinners in summer.” As consolation, they saw plays on tour from London, rode out to picturesque Welsh castles, and, on one memorable occasion, watched the militia performing exercises on the field opposite their house during the victory celebrations for Waterloo. The Darwin children were far too level-headed to think of running away to join them.

So, although Charles Darwin eventually became an archetypal Victorian, giving his name to a revolution in nineteenth-century thought and emerging as a figure as fully representative of the new age as Gladstone, Tennyson, or Dickens, his roots were embedded in a notably different context. The distinctive aura of late Georgian times left an indelible mark. Darwin’s first and most formative experiences of life were politely Regency in spirit, seasoned with the vigorous intellectual activity of the early years of the Industrial Revolution.

These experiences, as for Austen and others of similarly high social standing, were of course far more rumbustious than the miniaturised lives of three or four families in a country village. The Darwins may have been sedate, but they lived through a period of extraordinary vitality and change in Britain–in politics, in social relations, in art and literature, in science, agriculture, trade, and manufacture. From the time of the American Revolution to the trial of Queen Caroline and the dramatic Cato Street conspiracy in 1820, there were hardly any other years in British history so full of contrasts, political uncertainties, and booming commercial expansion. Revolution and terror in Paris, the long-drawn-out wars with Napoleonic France, ardent radicalism at home, grain riots, crippling taxes, “gagging bills” in Parliament, and unparalleled antagonisms within English society suddenly made the prospect of civil strife–even bloody revolt–possible. It seemed as if the country was as close to internal rebellion as when Oliver Cromwell challenged the crown.

At the same time, new technology was transforming the national economy and landscape: factories and mills sprouted deep in the backbones of England and Scotland; iron, coal, textile, and pottery works inched through the Midlands; canals and bridges sliced the land; close-packed houses in terraced streets began altering the faces of towns like Birmingham, Derby, and Newcastle. Not yet fully encompassing either Blake’s satanic visions or the belch of Coketown, and markedly regional in nature, these early industrial concerns stood witness to a new kind of machine- and goods-based future.

With them came extraordinary riches for the privileged few. Nothing the frame-breakers could do would alter the rapid acceleration towards modern capitalism and consumer culture characterising high society in late Georgian times. Despite the fact that Napoleon was actively gathering up Europe, the success of Trafalgar still rang in complacent British ears. Despite also the fact that the rolling northern landscape revealed the dramatic effects of enclosure and the beginnings of industrial expansion, the social repercussions of these fundamental changes barely impinged on the world the affluent landed classes knew. Regency London was the brightest, most opulent city in Europe: Edmund Kean was acting at Drury Lane; Lord Byron reading Childe Harold to swooning society ladies; Keats walking from Hampstead across the fields to Lisson Grove to visit the painter Benjamin Haydon; great commercial magnates like Josiah Wedgwood, Richard Arkwright, and Jedediah Strutt enjoying prodigious incomes from the sale of their fancy goods and turning themselves into landed gentlemen; the Prince Regent himself endlessly busy devising grandiose rebuilding schemes or seeking emotional release from the sobriety of his father’s court.

Britain was becoming the first industrial nation: a nation of shopkeepers, according to Napoleon; of manufacturers and customers; of culture, taste, and elegance at one level; of fistfights and seditious literature at another. Its people were restlessly innovative, a Prometheus unbound.1

Few families were so well poised to take advantage of this changing world as the Darwins of Shrewsbury.

II

Charles Robert Darwin was born on 12 February 1809, the fifth child of Susanna and Robert Waring Darwin of The Mount, a large Georgian house overlooking the bend in the river with gardens running down to water meadows and the town beyond.2 In one of those odd coincidences of history, Abraham Lincoln was born on the same day; Tennyson and Gladstone were born a few months later. His father was a prosperous physician, one of three practising in Shrewsbury, his mother a daughter of Josiah Wedgwood, the founder of the china company and an influential Staffordshire entrepreneur. They called their infant son “Bobby.”

Darwin’s parents typified everything that is known about the emergent entrepreneurial society of early industrial England, a classic example of the way wealthy members of the professional and manufacturing classes created a significant niche for themselves in a changing world.3 But it is important to emphasise how far this social movement had already advanced by the time Darwin was born. His parents–grandparents even–considered themselves an integral part of the landed gentry: a readily recognisable upper stratum peculiar to British society firmly based on the ownership of land, usually through many generations, and accompanied by political and local commitments which counted for a great deal in the corridors of power. Not quite aristocrats, although frequently intermarrying with the aristocracy, the landed gentry of Britain considered themselves several notches higher than most industrialists or country doctors or lawyers, although, again, frequently intermarrying with them. They belonged to the ruling classes, even if they did not necessarily rule.4 In a culture where finely nuanced distinctions between classes governed social behaviour, these notches meant everything. Dr. Darwin was solidly respectable, with brothers, cousins, a father, and an uncle well established in the gentlemanly upper reaches of medicine and the law. His family, furthermore, owned estates in Lincolnshire and Nottinghamshire and had been members of the English provincial gentry for generations. He carried heraldic arms dating from the sixteenth century. Cave et aude ran the motto: “Watch and dare.”

The Wedgwood family was altogether richer, more fashionable, more part of the intellectual beau monde, or as the Darwin girls sometimes put it, the “rising ton.” The first Josiah Wedgwood moved in high society, courting aristocratic clients for his chinaware, running stylish showrooms in London, and creating sensational dinner services for the queen: one of the first leaders of public taste to emerge in the eighteenth century and one quick to invest his profits in the traditional finery of a large house and grounds in the countryside. Wedgwood’s unerring commercial eye, as well as his support for philanthropic, scientific, and artistic causes, ensured that his daughter Susanna grew up more or less in the centre of British intellectual life. She knew Coleridge through her brother Tom Wedgwood, and Southey and Edgeworth, as well as Priestley, Flaxman, and Reynolds. George Stubbs painted her portrait just before her marriage: an equestrian family group, in which the horses, grumbled old Josiah, were better likenesses than the children. This Wedgwood connection, long-standing social respectability, and Dr. Darwin’s medical success gave an indisputable upper-class gloss to the couple’s position in Shrewsbury society.

Dr. Darwin was also an astute financier, a new kind of private investor appearing in response to commercial expansion and changing forms of financial opportunity brought about by manufacturing and technological developments in Britain.5 Carefree young “Bobby”– the precursor to the shrewd economist of the natural world who became Charles Darwin–grew up in an atmosphere imbued with the principles of financial adaptation to circumstances, of investment, returns, and profit.

The doctor, in fact, was one of the first capitalists of the modern era; yet, unlike Josiah Wedgwood or any other better-documented figure, he was neither a manufacturer nor a proprietor.6 Dr. Darwin specialised in private money-broking. At a time when factory and mill owners were rarely themselves men of capital and Britain’s banking structure was only rudimentary, individual proprietors or business partners often found it difficult to raise the circulating capital needed for large-scale works like canals and roads. They depended on investors from the professional sector, on men normally hidden from history like Dr. Darwin who were prepared to move money from fixed reserves, such as land, into the fluid stock of manufacturing companies.7 Dr. Darwin went further than most in the way he also acted as a financial middle man, arranging loans and raising cash for other local gentlemen who themselves wished to join the investors’ market. Medicine and money in this sense went well together. He particularly favoured mortgages, a straightforward device for people to borrow large sums on the security of land or housing. Returns took the form of quarterly interest payments or a percentage of the profit. Within a few short years, the existence of this kind of flexible paper wealth–as distinct from the fields and stately country houses of squires and aristocrats–became a crucial element in supporting the new industrial society.

The risks, however, were as great as the profits were enticing. Dr. Darwin was careful: ruthless. He did not spread himself too widely. Arriving in Shrewsbury in 1787 with medical degrees from Edinburgh and Leiden and two small inheritances from his mother and an aunt, he first put his capital into housing, buying the freehold of several buildings in the town. The story much repeated among the family that there was only £20 in his pocket was apocryphal, though apt in its implied tribute to his ability to make money. Then, using the income from high rents, he moved into some of the big commercial ventures of the age, particularly the construction of new roads and canals. He was, for example, a major stockholder in the Trent and Mersey Canal running past the Wedgwood china factory, and an investor in the Holyhead Road, built by Thomas Telford, both of which opened up the manufacturing areas of Britain for increasing trade. Telford, who lived in Shrewsbury for a while, undoubtedly knew his backer by repute, if not personally, and may have provided him with other investment opportunities. Dr. Darwin certainly went on to support the Ellesmere Canal, linking the major river systems of the northwest, and the cast-iron bridges spanning the Conwy and the Menai Straits that marked the culmination of Telford’s career.8

His close connection with the Wedgwood pottery company provided further income: Mrs. Darwin’s share of the family assets included a fifth of the Etruria Works and an inheritance of £25,000 on the death of Josiah Wedgwood in 1795. Some of this extra capital went into agricultural land: the doctor bought two large farms in Lincolnshire and rented them out to tenants at a healthy profit. More canal companies were added to the portfolio. But at this point avarice took over. Not content with personal investments, old farmland and new farmland, and a long list of local gentlemen contracted to pay interest on loans, Dr. Darwin took legal action against his stepmother and stepbrothers after his father’s death in 1802 for full rights to another farm in the same area. Only partly successful, the case ran in and out of his financial papers for years, aggravating his temper fully as much as the gout he also began complaining about. He spent several hours a week contacting elderly spinster aunts and crossly poring over genealogical charts sent up from Lincolnshire to prove his argument. In the process he became expert in Darwin family history. Bloodlines and their monetary counterpart of family inheritance preoccupied his later days.

Only a third of his annual income, therefore, ever came from medical fees: about £3,000 in a good year. The greater part, as his account books show, was grounded in dividends on securities, in stocks and bonds, in rents and the interest on mortgages raised on local property.9 He had a remarkable head for business.

Robert Waring Darwin’s obvious commitment to the progress and profits of a new kind of Britain reflected politics that were equally entrepreneurial, and philosophical views tending to materialism. He was a Whig by upbringing and inclination, vehemently anti-Tory and critical of aristocrats whose fortunes were rooted in hereditary privilege, at heart probably an atheist. With views such as these he sometimes seemed ill placed in Shrewsbury, which by custom favoured “king and country” and was for centuries an enclave of Tory royalists. Writing to his brother-in-law Josiah Wedgwood, the second in the family of that name, he had nothing kind to say about the “indigent aristocracy” who worried about increases in the poor rate; he, by contrast, hoped “to change this proud idle town into a busy manufactory.”10 The Mount was a house full of strong liberal sentiment.

Nevertheless, beliefs like these did not brand him an English Jacobin or make him a political revolutionary scheming to overthrow the aristocracy. Dr. Darwin was as nimble-footed politically as he was financially. He put his faith in the idea of reform through legislation, and strong private opinions did not stop him encouraging professional relations with local Tory peers and churchgoing squires. There were plenty such among his medical practice.

Nor did he have any qualms about propping them up financially. Shropshire gentlemen queued up to consult Dr. Darwin for nonmedical reasons. Discretion was always assured. For fifty years he was the most significant financier in the region, finding sufficient capital in 1837 to lend Lord Berwick the sum of £10,200 outright and provide Viscount Clive with a mortgage for £15,000 on the Llewyn estate. Others on his financial list during the same year included Richard Corfield, whom he lent £1,000; Mr. Pinney, at £2,432; and Mr. Corbett, at £2,000. The Shrewsbury Infant School borrowed a few hundred. Financial support also went into public buildings like the town hall, the waterworks, the county gaol, and the infirmary; and it is likely he provided the capital for a new lunatic asylum, even though a rival medical man was the consulting physician in charge.

By the time the doctor died in 1848, he was worth a great deal, excluding his wife’s private trust fund–on a level with the merchant princes of the era. The estate of his brother-in-law, the second Josiah Wedgwood, came to £150,000; Richard Arkwright’s property ran to £500,000; and Robert Owen’s share of the profits on New Lanark amounted to £128,000. Dr. Darwin left £223,759.11 It was not said lightly that he owned three-quarters of Shrewsbury and knew the medical secrets of the rest.

In 1798 he decided to have his own house built in a style appropriate to this social prominence. The Mount was finished in 1800, and there Susanna and Robert Waring Darwin lived for the rest of their lives.

III

Into this affluent, forward-looking household came Charles Darwin, a dreamy, grey-eyed, thickset child, intent on his own thoughts behind a shock of brown hair, but warm-hearted and loving for all that. He was not good-looking in the conventional sense, for the square boyish face was blighted by a nose inherited from the doctor, almost too adult—“like a farmer,” someone said–for a young boy. Darwin did not grow into this nose until he was much older and was always slightly embarrassed about it, his later jokes revealing a shaky self-image and a lack of confidence in the outer man that made his manners particularly retiring. It was a nose “as big as your fist,” he plaintively wrote to a schoolfriend. Few portraits show him in profile for that reason.

Like his father, and Grandfather Darwin as well, he tended to stammer, having special difficulties with the letter w. There was a prize of sixpence waiting for the day he could manage to say “white wine”: an odd requirement in a teetotal household.

He was so quiet that relatives found it difficult to say anything about his character beyond an appreciative nod towards an exceedingly placid temperament. To them he was a self-sufficient youngster, content to wander the country paths around Shrewsbury searching for birds, watching a fishing-float for hours from the banks of the Severn, or trailing helpfully after Abberley, the elderly gardener at The Mount, in his well-regulated cycle of horticultural duties.

Both the boy and his childhood appear to have been unremarkable, a point often commented on by friends and relations after he became famous. William Allport Leighton, an early schoolfriend, thought the nine-year-old Darwin entirely ordinary: no obvious candidate for subsequent achievement.


In figure he was bulky and heavy-looking, and did not then manifest any particular powers of mind. He was reserved in manner, & we thought him proud inasmuch as he did not join in any play with the other boys but went directly home from school.... Though reserved in manner he was of a kind disposition & seemed pleased to do little acts to gratify his fellows–one instance of which was his bringing plants from his father’s garden for our little gardens.12



His occupations at home consisted of such things as lying underneath the dining-room table reading Robinson Crusoe.13 Even Darwin agreed that “I must have been a very simple little fellow.”

Right from the start, this tranquil child was surrounded by lavish family affection. Three sisters and a brother preceded him, all of whom were a number of years older and well prepared to indulge the latest baby. Marianne, the eldest, was nearly eleven years his senior, an inhabitant of another world for a small child, but she enjoyed a close relationship with him despite the age gap. Caroline and Susan, nine and six years older respectively, doted on him. Darwin returned their affection ardently, the way much younger children normally do. The “sisterhood,” as he dubbed them, were central to his early life and filled the greater part of his heart.

The rest of his heart was dedicated to Erasmus Alvey Darwin, almost five years older than he, of whom a schoolfriend wrote that “a more thoroughly honourable and excellent a man never lived.”14 Charles Darwin idolised his older brother, and for a long time afterwards Erasmus remained one of the most important figures in his personal and intellectual life. Their relationship was marked by close bonds of mutual regard, ties far stronger than mere brotherly concern. As children they shared boyish enthusiasms, finding each other’s company congenial. As adults they were alike in many ways, both in their powerful intellects and retentive memories and in their delicate, hypochondriacal constitutions; they came to enjoy the same circle of London acquaintances, the literary side mingling freely with the scientific, and the same extended family of intermarrying cousins, once or twice finding their romantic interest kindled by the same girl, but more often agreeing on the failings of others. Moreover, they leaned in the same metaphysical direction, sharing similarly acerbic views on science, politics, and theology.

Where Erasmus differed from Darwin was in determination and physical energy. Erasmus eventually idled away his bachelor existence on a private income in London, much admired for his sweet nature and humorous disposition, thoroughly indulged by his father and sisters, his lazy charm sought out by other men’s wives, Jane Carlyle and Fanny Mackintosh Wedgwood chief among them, as well as delighting Harriet Martineau when he felt energetic enough to escort her: quite the opposite of his brother, who came to do nothing but work. A great deal of Charles Darwin’s later dogged persistence can be attributed to the struggle of a younger brother to match what he believed were the natural gifts of the older. And Erasmus was as close to him as only an older brother can be, closer perhaps than a wife. The two spoke freely in each other’s company about the things they felt were disturbing–or boring–to the women they knew well. Curiously few studies of Darwin’s life have done justice to his feelings for Erasmus and the comfortably open relations between them.

A year after Darwin was born, another sister arrived, the last child in the family. By virtue of their closeness in age, Catherine and Charles were perceived as a natural pair, the babies of the Darwin-Wedgwood circle. They played together–sitting in the arms of an old Spanish chestnut tree down by the river at the end of a broad promenade known as “the Doctor’s Walk”—and ate together. They were taught their elementary lessons in the schoolroom under the eaves, where the window looked out over the Severn curling round the garden and the Shrewsbury streets behind, and they posed together-clutching choice plants from Dr. Darwin’s hothouse–for their portrait when it was painted in 1816.

During these cossetted years, Caroline acted as governess to the two youngest children. Then, at the age of eight, Darwin was sent to be tutored by the Reverend George Case, a Unitarian minister in Shrewsbury whose chapel meetings were attended by Mrs. Darwin. As well as ministering to the faith in which Susanna Darwin had been raised, Case carried something of a reputation in the family as a serious and respected man. It was in Case’s parsonage that Samuel Taylor Coleridge received an offer from the Wedgwood brothers of financial assistance if he would refrain from sermonising and devote himself entirely to poetry. Case, they said privately, thought the plan a good one: he was no religious fanatic. Nor was Mrs. Darwin, if the truth were told. Unitarians were so low-church they seemed almost to belong to no church at all. As Dr. Darwin was fond of saying, Unitarianism was merely a featherbed to catch a falling Christian, gleefully repeating the words used by his own father about the first Josiah Wedgwood’s gradual drift away from the orthodox church towards secularism.

Young Charles found Case’s small school much more enjoyable than Caroline’s home-based system, which was not completely successful. “I have been told that I was much slower in learning than my younger sister Catherine, and I believe that I was in many ways a naughty boy. Caroline was extremely kind, clever and zealous; but she was too zealous in trying to improve me, for I clearly remember after this long interval of years, saying to myself when about to enter a room where she was—‘What will she blame me for now?’ and I made myself dogged so as not to care what she might say.”15 He openly preferred old Nancy, the family nursemaid who used to bathe and dress them, because she spoiled him.

As was true of countless other boys in similarly patrician situations, Darwin’s earliest interests were almost entirely based on outdoor activities. Woods and fields came right up to the edge of Shrewsbury, and in his family milieu it was only natural to encourage any inclinations he might show towards the traditional pursuits of English country gentlemen. He learned to ride ponies, to shoot and fish, indulged the family dog with tidbits, collected pebbles and plants, threw stones at sparrows, and helped himself to apples from the orchard when no one was looking. His aim was good enough, he remembered with horrified pride, to kill a hare in the flower garden with a marble. That same flower garden was obediently watered by him on other occasions with pans drawn from the well at Caroline’s and Susan’s command: neither of the older girls possessed the patience for this routine job, nor was pert, rebellious Catherine nearly so biddable. In his Autobiography, Darwin remembered this period as idyllic: a happy time, he thought, that provided a lasting image of what family life should be like.

Yet Darwin’s own assessment of his simple tastes misses the strange intensity of his childhood amusements. He pursued natural history in its widest possible sense with total absorption. He was an avid collector from a very early age, giving undivided attention to accumulating any kind of natural or antiquarian object, ranging from birds’ eggs and pebbles to the wax seals that came on letters. Mostly this concern emerged as an acquisitive desire to own things, the fierce urge to possess everything so common among children. “The passion for collecting which leads a man to be a systematic naturalist, a virtuoso or a miser, was very strong in me.” Different-patterned biscuits would have done, he joked afterwards. “I had thus young formed a strong taste for collecting, chiefly seals, franks &c but also pebbles & minerals,—one which was given me by some boy, decided this taste.—I believe shortly after this or before I had smattered in botany, & certainly when at Mr Case’s school I was very fond of gardening.... It was soon after I began collecting stones, ie when about 9 or 10 I distinctly recollect the desire I had of being able to know something about every pebble in front of the Hall door–it was my earliest–only geological aspiration at that time.”16 In a laborious nine-year-old hand he wrote his own labels: “A piece of tile found in Wenlock Abi. C. Darwin, January 23, 1819.”17

Interests like these totally eclipsed the mundane operations of daily life. The high points of his visit to the Welsh seaside were seeing a snake, and the red beetles on the sand in front of their rented villa–probably Cimex, he proudly recalled.

IV

Real passion went into these natural history pursuits, to the extent of creating entirely imaginary achievements to impress his family or schoolboy friends—“for the pure pleasure of exciting attention & surprise.” He often told lies about seeing rare birds. Other times, more complicated stories emerged, involving some preliminary scene-setting. Once he claimed to have discovered a pile of “stolen” fruit on a solitary ramble, which he had hidden himself just an hour or two beforehand. He rushed home breathless to break the news of his lucky discovery. He ring-barked trees for the same purpose. One day at Mr. Case’s school, poor gullible Leighton was persuaded that Darwin could change the colours of polyanthuses and primroses by dosing them with special water: “a monstrous fable,” stated the unrepentant pupil.

The lies were not connected with any sense of shame, Darwin later thought, but served instead as inspiring stories producing a great effect on his mind, “like a tragedy,” he decided self-indulgently. More accurately, they mirrored a search for attention. He wanted to be admired. When stealing fruit to give to some boys in a cottage nearby, he would not hand it over until they watched how fast he could run—“I well remember that I was delighted at them declaring that they had never seen a boy run so fast!”

The inventions were, however, connected in important ways to the real world. He did not claim to see tigers in the Shropshire undergrowth, although Erasmus once taunted him with just such a suggestion. His youthful fictions mostly modified the run of ordinary events to make them more exciting. Exaggeration and intensification of experience were in this sense an imaginative rethinking of daily life, where unreal events were almost as real, and just as plausible, as the occurrences of bald reality. Lies–and the thrills derived from lies–were for him indistinguishable from the delights of natural history or the joy of finding a long-sought specimen.

Hand in hand with his exaggerations came an equivalent enthusiasm for secrets. He scrawled out pages of complicated codes for private messages and for disguising the date. Hidden in the old chestnut tree, he made Catherine pass these messages up into the branches across an ingenious system of ropes, weights, coloured rags, and pulleys.

“Our language and signs,” he instructed her:


Whistle–come

Trumpet–lie still

One pull–come

Two pulls–lie still



His special words and phrases were similarly cryptic, showing something of his later deftness in decoding much more complicated natural history problems as well as the limited verbal imagination of children. “The secret place” was christened “Lorum”:


The crooked tree, Borum

The tree which the owl is in, Owlo

Some hole, Lacaho

Strings, Dello

Odd things, ab zorum, or any other place, Ly rachilo

Pea spitter, Nanny

Cross road, by zorum quello



Dr. Darwin was “Squirt.”18

Here, undoubtedly, were the seeds of Darwin’s fertile imagination, the ability when adult to visualise a world teeming with unseen phenomena, to speculate freely, often wildly, about the ways in which nature or nature’s beings might behave. To lie, and to make secret places and languages, was to construct a new world order. The pleasure he so evidently derived from it must have been greatly influential in his developing enthusiasm for nature. Natural history, even at such an early age, was for him inseparably linked with the heady power of games and creative speculation.19

Dr. Darwin ignored these passing games with benign affection, and in old age Charles himself recognised that he stopped lying because no one paid any attention. Many of the boy’s activities struck a chord with Dr. Darwin’s own wide-ranging interest in nature. He particularly liked sharing his pleasure in gardening with his son, explaining the names of plants, perhaps reading them out of the botanical textbook composed by a great-uncle of Charles’s also named Robert Waring Darwin, or reciting lines from a scientific poem The Botanic Garden, published in 1791 by Grandfather Erasmus.20 Charles responded eagerly to this information. The garden at The Mount was full of horticultural rarities, some of which had originated in his grandfather’s collections and were likely to be the actual plants described in his jaunty verses: the white-flowered “fly-catcher” that he used to sit and watch by the garden door was one, the ornamental opium poppy another.

Dr. Darwin was rich enough to indulge his hobby with tender shrubs and a hothouse for scented plants and bulbs. Nine large orange trees in pots, azaleas, camellias, ferns, and specimen primulas were all listed when the contents of The Mount were dispersed by auction in 1866. The doctor, moreover, had an intelligent, scientific concern in the turning of the seasons directly modelled on Gilbert White’s account of Selborne (1789), and kept an elaborate “garden book” in which the first flowering or leafing of each plant was recorded on a daily basis in tandem with the temperature and weather.21 Young Darwin and old Abberley, companionably walking round the vegetable beds together or looking out for the return of last year’s swallow, were closely involved with observing and recording these details. “Papa asked me to do this,” he recorded in a childish script. “Ther was in year 1819, 160 flower on the Poenies [Peonies]. In the year 1820, 384 flower. In the year 1821, 363 flower.”

Dr. Darwin enjoyed the lad’s company in other ways as well and sometimes took him out with him in his carriage–a tight fit, for it was a single-seater and the doctor was of ample proportions–to while away the time spent travelling between medical calls. “Nowhere,” said Eliza Meteyard, “was Dr. Darwin seen to such advantage as in the invariable yellow chaise. This, and his burly form and countenance within, were known to every man, woman, and child over a wide extent of country.” The doctor, according to his son, knew an extraordinary number of stories which he liked to tell, since he was a great talker, and convivially proposed “a theory for almost everything which occurred.” With his prodigious memory prompting anecdotes on every road leading out of Shrewsbury, a gift for expansive talk and speculation, his “aerial-castle-building talents,” and acute powers of observation, he was an impressive figure in the boy’s eyes. Charles Darwin would fill in any conversational gaps by “telling him of my lessons, & seeing game & other wild birds, which was a great delight to me.”22

Round about this time, Dr. Darwin felt it appropriate to give Darwin two elementary books on natural history from his own library, items of great sentimental value as the only remaining property of his oldest brother, who had died as a medical student and after whom the boy had been formally named. Of a size to slip easily into a pocket and well illustrated with engravings, one volume dealt with the “natural history of waters, earths, stones, fossils, and minerals, with their virtues, properties, and medical uses,” the other with insects.23 These were Darwin’s first natural history textbooks.

Nothing in this period suggests that Dr. Darwin was in any way an oppressive father–some overbearing figure trampling on his son’s nascent individuality or coming indirectly to represent all the diverse forms of Victorian authority that evolutionary theories later contested.24 He was stern, certainly, with a firm patriarchal character, uncomprehending at times, frequently too busy with his patients and business ledgers to draw out his children, and intermittently frightening to younger visitors to The Mount with his immense bulk and insistence on dominating the conversation. “There was a want of liberty at Shrewsbury whenever the Doctor was in the room,” said Emma Wedgwood, one of his many nieces. “He was genial and sympathetic, only nobody must go on about their own talk.”25

It was all the more obvious to Emma in relation to the easy atmosphere at her own home in Staffordshire: she recoiled from what she interpreted as unbending formality. Her cousins, she thought dramatically, were not “free to do just what they liked.” Still, her assertion that the doctor did not understand Darwin, “or sympathise with him as a boy,” should be taken as the recollection of a young girl forced to be polite to her uncle. Emma did not care to be restricted and was “extremely glad when the Dr went off on a long journey, and sorry to see him come back again.”

Another niece of the same age was rather more charitable. “My uncle, Dr Robert Darwin, was a tall, very large man, weighing more than 20 stone, but wonderfully active for his size and very fond of his garden. He was extremely cheerful and agreeable, full of amusing anecdotes and considered a very clever doctor.”26 Her view was echoed by one of Dr. Darwin’s contemporaries in Shropshire, William Owen of Woodhouse. “There is something about him,” he said, “so liberal, so high minded & yet so unassuming that it is quite impossible to know him well without respecting & loving him.”27

The forceful side of Dr. Darwin’s personality was nevertheless brought out and intensified by money. He was frugal to a fault, deliberately adopting the lifestyle of a modest country squire, furnishing The Mount with austerely practical items, and personally quite content with plain-cooked beef and a glass of hot water, just like “a careful statesman or ambassador who fears the loss of his dispatches,” said his brother in despair. There was plenty of silver plate and fine china in the house, including a unique Wedgwood dinner service specially made as a wedding gift from Susanna’s father, a good collection of furniture to accompany some Turkish carpets, and fashionable flowered chintzes on the easy chairs and ottomans. Yet these were hardly more than any of the Darwins’ neighbours would possess. The Mount’s interior was substantial but not showy.

It is not difficult to understand why. Dr. Darwin did not want either medical or financial clients thinking he was making large profits out of their mutual transactions: sober prosperity was an idealised image pursued by every provincial physician. Also, a lifelong horror of being poor, which he expressed more than once to his father and then to his brother and sons, generated caution. The doctor was compulsive about household accounts. Nothing went unrecorded in his ledgers, right down to the smallest portion of tea–an extraordinary attention to detail ultimately bequeathed to Darwin. Emma Wedgwood was appalled to find her cousin Caroline grateful for the luxury of a fire one December afternoon, and other stories of Shrewsbury thrift circulated with abandon in free-spending Wedgwood circles.

Naturally enough, Charles and Erasmus Darwin spent every penny of their allowance once they got out from under this shadow, and were for a time gleefully extravagant. Later on, they both became much more like their father. Charles through to his seventies stubbornly refused to buy any new china. He took grim satisfaction in using the same old Wedgwood teacup, the gilt trimmings rubbed off, and minus the saucer, for breakfast every day of his adult life.

Even so, Dr. Darwin’s patients spoke of his kindly, sympathetic nature and munificence of spirit, “always scheming to give pleasure to others, and, though hating extravagance, to perform many generous actions.” Cheeses were given, small debts were paid, strangers were trusted with delicate errands, charity patients were carefully attended to.

Accordingly, Charles Darwin was quite sincere, if overly sentimental, when he described his father as the “kindest man I ever knew.” Dr. Darwin’s chief characteristics, he remembered warmly, were his powers of observation and his sympathy, “neither of which have I ever seen exceeded or even equalled.” Up until the very end, whenever he began a sentence with the words “My father thought” or “My father said,” his wife and children knew that whatever followed was incontrovertible. It was mostly admiration, not antagonism, that linked father and son together throughout life, a particular cordiality between two very different men.

Caroline remembered the early rapport between them. “Instead of being ‘a naughty boy’ he was particularly affectionate, tractable & sweet tempered, & my father had the highest opinion of his understanding & intelligence. My father was very fond of him & even when he was a little boy of 6 or 7, however bustled & overtired, often had C. with him when dressing to teach him some little thing such as the Almanack—& C. used to be so eager to be down in time. C. does not seem to have known half how much my father loved him.”28 The point worried her long after Darwin’s death. “I wish some years ago,” she wrote in 1887, “I had known that Charles thought my Father did not understand or know what ability & power of mind he had–really he was so proud as well as fond of him that I often felt afraid that Erasmus might feel mortified & feel undervalued.”29

Looked after, petted, and indulged wherever he turned, Darwin had little justification for complaint about being misunderstood in childhood. His early family background was comfortably secure.

V

This steady boyhood existence did not go completely unmarked by dramatic events. The even tenor of Shrewsbury life was violently overturned in 1817 when tragedy came in the form of Susanna Darwin
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