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What a book a Devil’s Chaplain might write on the clumsy, wasteful, blundering low & horridly cruel works of nature!

Charles Darwin in 1856, about to start the Origin of Species


A Devil’s Chaplain?

It is 1839. England is tumbling towards anarchy, with countrywide unrest and riots. The gutter presses are fizzing, fire-bombs flying. The shout on the streets is for revolution. Red evolutionists – visionaries who see life marching inexorably upward, powered from below – denounce the props of an old static society: priestly privilege, wage exploitation, and the workhouses. A million socialists are castigating marriage, capitalism, and the fat, corrupt Established Church. Radical Christians join them, hymn-singing Dissenters who condemn the ‘fornicating’ Church as a ‘harlot,’ in bed with the State.

Even science must be purged: for the gutter atheists, material atoms are all that exist, and like the ‘social atoms’ – people – they are self-organizing. Spirits and souls are a delusion, part of the gentry’s cruel deceit to subjugate working people. The science of life – biology – lies ruined, prostituted, turned into a Creationist citadel by the clergy. Britain now stands teetering on the brink of collapse – or so it seems to the gentry, who close ranks to protect their privileges.

At this moment, how could an ambitious thirty-year-old gentleman open a secret notebook and, with a devil-may-care sweep, suggest that headless hermaphrodite molluscs were the ancestors of mankind? A squire’s son, moreover, Cambridge-trained and once destined for the cloth. A man whose whole family hated the ‘fierce & licentious’ radical hooligans.

The gentleman was Charles Darwin: well heeled, imperturbably Whig, a privately financed world traveller who had spent five years aboard HMS Beagle as a dining companion to the aristocratic captain. He had a private fortune in prospect and a reputation as an up-and-coming geologist. He also had an enduring wish to escape ‘abominable murky’ London, to live in a rustic parish like his clerical friends, so vilified by the mob.

Clergymen from molluscs! How had he arrived at such damning beliefs?

And this was not the worst part. He embraced a terrifying materialism. Only months before he had concluded in his covert notebooks that the human mind, morality, and even belief in God were artefacts of the brain: ‘love of the deity [is the] effect of organization, oh you Materialist!’ he upbraided himself. Working through the implications gave him migraines, left him writhing on his sick bed, fearing persecution. Wasn’t it treachery? Didn’t it threaten the last scientific safeguards of the old social order? Weren’t these incendiary beliefs perfect weapons for the loutish hordes, already at the gates? He peered into the future. The ‘whole fabric totters & falls,’ he prophesied of the unreformed Creationist cosmos.

Tormented, he finally fled London’s ‘dirt, noise vice & misery’ to lead a clergyman’s life in rural Kent. He sought sanctuary, emulating the man most ‘respectable and happy,’ the country curate. Idyllic and isolated it might have been, living in an old parsonage, but a third of his working life was spent doubled up, trembling, vomiting, and dowsing himself in icy water. He sat on his theory of evolution for twenty years, scarcely mooting his innermost thoughts about ‘monkey-men’ and apes evolving morality, castigating himself as a ‘Devil’s Chaplain.’ Even in 1859 he had to be prodded into publishing the Origin of Species, and then he let it go with barely a hint about human origins.

The full enigma of Darwin’s life has never been grasped. Indeed, previous biographies have been curiously bloodless affairs.1 They have broken little new ground and made no contact with the inflammatory issues and events of his day.

Our Darwin sets out to be different – to pose the awkward questions, to probe interests and motivations, to portray the scientific expert as a product of his time; to depict a man grappling with immensities in a society undergoing reform.

When Darwin did come out of his closet and bare his soul to a friend, he used a telling expression. He said it was ‘like confessing a murder.’ Nothing captures better the idea of evolution as a social crime in early Victorian Britain. Anglicans damned it as false, foul, French, atheistic, materialistic, and immoral. It was dangerous knowledge, and tempting. Darwin had known this for years, hence his ruminations were confined to secret notebooks. He cut himself off, ducked parties and declined engagements; he even installed a mirror outside his study window to spy on visitors as they came up his drive. Day after day, week after week, his stomach plagued him, and for years after reaching his rural retreat he refused to sleep anywhere else, unless it was a safe house, a close relative’s home. This was a worried man.

How then did such a wealthy Whig gentleman break the impasse and make evolution acceptable? How did he present it as underpinning middle-class values? Did he ever resolve the antitheses? – failed ordinand and pillar of the parish, reformer of nature and friend of the unreformed clergy, upright citizen who wrote of ‘monkey-men.’ Understand Darwin’s scientific status, his social obligations, his Dissenting heritage, the political context, and the contradictions start to resolve themselves.

In building this new picture of Darwin, we have exploited a spate of new material. Darwin was a hoarder; he destroyed precious little. Notebooks, old manuscripts, torn-out pages, annotated offprints, and letters were all salted away. Gradually these sources have been tapped by a generation of transcribers.2 But only in the last few years has the trickle of published material turned into a torrent.

Since 1985 alone a staggering amount has come out, capped by the meticulously edited Correspondence of Charles Darwin (which has reached volume seven by 1991). The Victorian Life and Letters, censored, shorn, and stitched, is covered in dusty cobwebs. It served a purpose a century ago in securing Darwin’s immortality. But today’s needs are different. We want to know about his personality, his business acumen, his domestic life, and his science. We want to understand how his theories and strategies were embedded in a reforming Whig society.

A second injection for the so-called ‘Darwin Industry’ came with the definitive 750-page transcription of Charles Darwin’s Notebooks in 1987. Painstaking research by an international team, hacking through the intractable jungle of Darwin’s illegible and cryptic script, has revealed unimaginable treasures. We now know more about the piecemeal, day-by-day development of Darwin’s evolutionary views than about any other scientific theory in history. But then we need to; no other has been so shattering.

We also have a Calendar (1985) of the fourteen thousand known letters to and from him. At a stroke the biographer is faced by a fivefold increase in correspondence. The harvest is enormously rich. It gives insights into how he sealed and severed friendships, cajoled and equivocated, courted champions, dispensed patronage, and winkled out scientific tidbits. It opens up a new world, showing us his social circle – his neighbours, house-guests, extended family, and colleagues.3

In the last few years, too, historians have revolutionized our understanding of Darwin’s dogged, jogging path to the theory of natural selection – the central plank of biology today. The path was riddled with dead-ends and littered with half truths. We see his persistence, like a terrier shaking a rat, teasing at the evolutionary mechanism from every side, trying for any new angle. We can trace the political roots of his key ideas, following his reading on population, the poor laws, and charity.4 But we cannot stop at mere reading of books. We have to see him as part of an active Whig circle, in an age when the Whig government was building the workhouses and the poor were burning them down. Appreciate Darwin’s attitude to the workhouse culture, and his science acquires a deeper political meaning.

So far this wider context has been largely ignored. The textual analysts and historians of disembodied ideas – of intellectual ghosts – have carried the day. Social historians have consistently failed to follow up, to re-locate Darwin in his age.5 As a result we have lost sight of the larger world that made Darwin’s evolution possible.

Any new biography must take account of the recent upheaval in the history of science, and its new emphasis on the cultural conditioning of knowledge. Gone is the day when Darwin could be depicted as a seer, a genius out of time. Ours is a defiantly social portrait. We make contact with the public events and institutions of Victorian England, with reform bills, poor law riots, learned societies, industrial innovation, radical medicine, Church debates – and, not least, with the new views of creation among reforming naturalists, and the old practices of museum keepers. We see Darwin on the streets, sitting in with apes at the zoo, picking up pigeon lore in gin palaces, conniving with his heterodox dining circle, living a squire’s life, investing in factories, worrying about religion and confronting death. Viewed in this light, his fears and foibles become intelligible and his evolutionary achievements make sense.6

Irony and ambiguity shrouded Darwin as no other eminent Victorian. He hunted with the clergy and ran with the radical hounds; he was a paternalist full of noblesse oblige, sensitive, mollycoddled, cut off from wage-labour and competition, who unleashed a bloody struggle for existence; a hard-core scientist addicted to quackery, who strapped ‘electric chains’ to his stomach and settled for weeks at fashionable hydropathic spas; a man of clockwork routine, his days alike as ‘two peas,’ who infused natural history with contingency and chance.

What of Darwin’s own latter-day prejudices? He thought blacks inferior but was sickened by slavery; he subordinated women but was totally dependent on his redoubtable wife. How did his views on sex, race, and empire reflect the late-Victorian ethos? Was he still remaking the world in the image of his times in the Descent of Man (1871)? Did he see society, like nature, progress by culling its unfit members? ‘Social Darwinism’ is often taken to be something extraneous, an ugly concretion added to the pure Darwinian corpus after the event, tarnishing Darwin’s image. But his notebooks make plain that competition, free trade, imperialism, racial extermination, and sexual inequality were written into the equation from the start – ‘Darwinism’ was always intended to explain human society.

And how did grave Victorians observe the observer? – this man who, Ruskin rudely noted, felt ‘a deep and tender interest about the brightly coloured hinder half of certain monkeys.’ The butt of jokes, yes. The godsend to cartoonists, of course. Yet his science became a pillar of late-Victorian liberalism. How else to explain the earl and two dukes, representing Gladstone’s government, acting as pallbearers in his Westminster Abbey funeral? How, indeed, to explain the body ending up there at all? Or The Times’s comment that ‘the Abbey needed it more than it needed the Abbey’?

Beetle-browed, scowling physiognomy: everyone knows the image – it is one of the totems of the twentieth century. To some he was the founder of a new biology, to one outraged Welshman just ‘an old Ape with a hairy face.’ But for everyone his gentleness was overwhelming. Leslie Stephen felt that there was ‘something almost pathetic in his simplicity and friendliness.’7 Darwin is arguably the best known scientist in history. More than any modern thinker – even Freud or Marx – this affable old-world naturalist from the minor Shropshire gentry has transformed the way we see ourselves on the planet.

The time is ripe for a richer portrait of a troubled man at a turning point of history.


1809–1831

1
Catching a Falling Christian

CHARLES DARWIN’S grandfather Erasmus had a lacerating wit and a loathing of meddling gods. Scurrility and whimsy wrapped themselves up in his rotund frame, and no one was spared. He could roast a goose-brained king, or kick the crutch from a friend’s faith. ‘A featherbed to catch a falling Christian’ he called the Unitarian beliefs of Charles’s other grandfather, the pottery patriarch Josiah Wedgwood.1

Josiah had dropped so much supernatural paraphernalia that he had lost sight of the Christian heights. Fall any further and he would land with an atheistic bump. Josiah’s was Christianity stripped naked: the Trinity had been discarded, along with Jesus’s divinity.

The featherbed had broken Josiah’s fall; but there was no such soft landing for Erasmus. ‘Horrid wretches’ like him had already crashed resoundingly to earth.2 What need of Christianity when men can sup ‘the milk of science’? Did not the priestess of Nature explain all things? – even Creation itself?

Nurs’d by warm sun-beams in primeval caves
Organic Life began beneath the waves…
Hence without parent by spontaneous birth
Rise the first specks of animated earth.3

There spoke Erasmus, a hard-headed freethinker, like so many in the sun-lit years of the Enlightenment. He adored in the Temple of Nature; for him Reason was divine, and Progress its prophet. The two grandfathers agreed on much, but on religion they parted company, bequeathing a mixture of freethought and radical Christianity to their grandchildren.

*

Charles Darwin mused on this twin inheritance in 1879 as he put the finishing touches to a sketch of old Erasmus’s life. He had just turned seventy himself and felt as though he were already communing ‘with the dead.’ It was time to take stock of his life. How much of Erasmus’s make-up had he inherited, and how much was he passing on? There was Josiah’s blood in him too, and his wife Emma was a Wedgwood. So what future for their offspring if traits run in families?4 Which grandfather would they take after?

Dr Erasmus Darwin was a giant, a brilliant bon viveur whose shadow stretched across the generations. Blasted by smallpox, crippled and corpulent, he was a renowned physician with a fatal attraction for women. He sired a dozen children by a pair of wives and two more by a governess. He prescribed sex for hypochondria and composed lush erotic verse. With his close friend Josiah Wedgwood, he helped to foment England’s industrial revolution in the eighteenth century. He rhapsodized about England’s great inventors – Matthew Boulton and James Watt – dreamt up mechanical marvels of his own, and maintained a deep commitment to evolution.5

Charles caught glimpses of himself here. Erasmus admitted the natural ascent of life and the kinship of all creatures; he ‘abhorred slavery,’ ‘admired philanthropy,’ and ‘insisted on humanity to the lower animals.’ He believed in a distant Deity – a ‘Potent-power, all-great, all-good’ – and prayed, ‘Teach me, Creation, teach me how / T’adore the vast Unknown.’ Yet ‘he was unorthodox,’ and for this he was ‘grossly calumniated.’ No sooner had he died in 1802 than he was attacked for doubting the Bible. A story was even started that he had called for Jesus on his deathbed. ‘Such was the state of Christian feeling in this country at the beginning of the present century,’ Charles wryly closed; ‘we may at least hope that nothing of the kind now prevails.’

He sent the biography in proof to his daughter Henrietta. She had long hovered at his elbow, an able critic, fussy about the family reputation – the in-house editor to touch up his lack-lustre prose. She was her mother’s watchdog, eight years married but still wedded to Emma’s welfare. They saw eye-to-eye on most things, and Henrietta had a nose for trouble. She sniffed through the proofs. Unitarianism a ‘featherbed’ – old Josiah and her mother ‘falling Christians’! Was this how Emma was to be portrayed for her Wedgwood faith? And as for advertising Erasmus’s debauchery, let alone his religious infidelity! It was permissible a hundred years ago, perhaps, but unbecoming a Darwin now. Alluding to his foibles was sheer folly; it could cost the family dear. The proofs needed pruning, not polishing.

Wielding a bright red pencil, Henrietta pitched in. The sex was cut back. Too much talk of illegitimacy, too much ‘wine, women, [and] warmth.’ A quotation from Erasmus with ‘damned’ in it was lopped, and his lines about the ‘vast Unknown’ sounded awfully agnostic. The paragraph on his unorthodoxy was plucked altogether. It reflected ill on Christianity and was too obviously written by the ‘calumniated’ author of the Origin of Species. The deathbed story had to go. Henrietta slashed scarlet down the page, marking the spots where her father should cut and chop.

She returned the proofs, and her father resigned himself to the changes. The biography now contained more than family history; it held hard evidence of heredity. The assertions and deletions spoke for the two sides of the family. Henrietta was like her mother and old Josiah after all. A hundred years of Unitarian piety had marked the Wedgwood mind.6 The censor had her way. The world could wait another century to read about the family forces that had shaped Charles’s destiny.

These forces were generated in the age of iron and steam. The blasts of Coalbrookdale and the wheeze and snort of Boulton engines echoed across the English Midlands in the mid-eighteenth century. New money was to be made, new families were on the rise. These calliper-carrying industrialists had faith in a progressive nature, a democracy of intellect, and technological salvation. They were marginal men, but on the make; arrivistes-merchants, standing outside the old, complacent squirearchy.

Typical was Charles’s maternal grandfather, Josiah Wedgwood, who built his pottery business at Burslem, near Stoke-on-Trent. From the 1760s, he was one of the technocrats inside Birmingham’s élite industrial circle, the ‘Lunar Society’ – so called because its members, the ‘Lunaticks,’ met on moonlit nights, when they could see to stumble home afterwards. Birmingham was the centre of the new industrial culture. The Lunar mechanics introduced new technology, a chemical industry, and a factory mentality. Boulton and Watt were turning out steam engines, and employing a thousand men at their Soho works in Birmingham. Here they sold ‘what all the world desires to have – POWER.’ Other Lunar craftsmen specialized in clocks and precision instruments. Wedgwood perfected factory organization on the Soho model. In his ceramics sheds he regimented the workforce and created a division of labour, making ‘such machines of the Men as cannot err.’ His factory’s name, ‘Etruria’ (after the Etruscan painting techniques on his ceramics), was coined by his ‘favorite Asculapius,’ the physician to the group, Charles’s paternal grandfather Erasmus Darwin.

Erasmus was a poetic, inventive physician, a mechanic himself who tinkered with ‘the animal machine.’ His lucrative practice was in the town of Lichfield, fifteen miles north of Birmingham. Lichfield’s other literary son, Dr Johnson, defended the locals as ‘the most sober, decent people in England, the genteelest in proportion to their wealth.’ He could not say the same of Erasmus; their mutual loathing was apparent, and the stammering Darwin dodged Dr Johnson’s stiletto wit and ‘stentor lungs.’ Erasmus’s diagnostic skills were extraordinary and in demand far outside Lichfield’s sober circle. He designed a carriage that could steer at speed without overturning and travelled 10,000 miles a year to minister to the new Midlands élite. He was a polymathic ‘Lunatick,’ a doctor suffering from an ‘Infection of Steam Enginry,’ a poet with an eye to industry. He designed a horizontal windmill for grinding pigments at Wedgwood’s works, and even a speaking-machine ‘capable of pronouncing the Lord’s Prayer, the Creed and Ten Commandments in the Vulgar Tongue,’ for which Boulton promised to pay £1000.7

Not that these men of ‘mechanical Fame’ put much store in orthodoxy. Most were self-made Dissenters, outsiders in a world where political and educational opportunities were reserved for members of the Anglican Church. They belonged to a chapel counter-culture, thriving in the growing industrial towns. Erasmus’s freethinking apart, their intellectual avant-garde were Unitarians, like Josiah.8 When Joseph Priestley came to Birmingham in 1780 to serve as minister of the New Meeting House, the Lunar Society acquired a powerful ally in the leading Unitarian philosopher, chemist, and theologian of the day.

Priestley studied airs and gases, and arguably discovered oxygen (and ammonia, carbon monoxide, sulphur dioxide… the list goes on). His researches intrigued Erasmus, who soon had people breathing ‘6 gallons of pure oxygene a day’ from balloon-like bladders to cure their lung diseases. Wedgwood thought Priestley a genius. Josiah supplied the minister with lab-ware, subsidized his experiments, and followed up with industrial trials. Priestley’s works provided clues about clays and colours, which Josiah used to improve the pottery’s output. The Wedgwood firm even honoured their preacher by casting a medallion with his bust in bas-relief.9

Priestley’s theology was probably even more influential, for it shaped the outlook of three generations of intermarried Darwins and Wedgwoods. He aimed to restore Christianity to its pristine purity and make it a religion of universal happiness in this life and the next. Anglicans found this dangerous, with God ordaining happiness for everyone impartially, without regard for rank or ritual. It was damnable too. For Priestley immortal souls do not exist any more than immaterial ‘spirits’ in chemistry. Nor were miracles and mysteries like the Trinity and the Incarnation part of his Christianity. God’s benevolence is expressed in a wholly material world, where the laws of nature hold sway and everything has a physical cause. Human flesh is resurrected in the next life, as Jesus’s was, according to some unknown physical law.

This was a robust, hopeful faith, reflecting the self-confidence of the new industrial élite. As in some self-correcting engine, pleasure and pain operate almost mechanically on people to improve them. Those who abide by Christian principles will live this life happily. In the next, any remaining defective parts will be repaired, and everyone will be restored to a perfect existence. Wedgwood remained Priestley’s disciple and appointed a Unitarian minister to teach in his school at Etruria. Erasmus’s young son Robert (Charles’s father) was educated here, as were the ‘Wedgwoodikins’ – as Erasmus called them – Jos Jr and Susannah (Charles’s mother).

Not all Unitarians went so far as to deny a soul. On the other hand freethinkers like Erasmus went much further, discarding the Bible and Jesus as well – and claiming that ‘no particular providence is necessary to roll this Planet round the Sun.’10 But all shared an optimistic egalitarianism in the long eighteenth-century summer before the French Revolution of 1789.

Erasmus’s wife drank gin and died inebriate, leaving him with five children. A decade’s philandering followed, and then, at forty-nine, Erasmus found himself fat, lame, and in love – to which end he dedicated his devastating pen:

Ah, who unmoved that radiant brow descrys,

Sweet pouting lips, and blue voluptuous eyes?

This was to a beautiful married patient, herself unconventional and the illegitimate daughter of an earl. When her rich husband died in 1780, the widowed Erasmus married her, moved in, and shifted his operations to her country mansion outside Derby. They pooled their eight offspring, who lived amid the trappings of wealth (Erasmus commanded ten guineas a day – four months’ wages for a farm hand). Included among the growing brood were his two bastards and her late husband’s one. Such open profligacy was a sign that a fashionable libertinism affected the best families. But then polite society seemed to be cemented by its adulteries and ménages, and Dr Johnson advised sensible wives to turn a blind eye to philandering husbands.11 This wasn’t what Priestley meant by the pleasure-and-pain principle, but sin and sex were peeling apart, and Erasmus prescribed the latter to cure the guilt of the former.


In 1783 his son Robert made room for the first of seven more babies when he left for Edinburgh University. Robert was reluctant to take up medicine at first, and Edinburgh had melancholy associations. His eldest brother, Charles, had died delirious and paralysed as a student there five years earlier, having infected his finger dissecting a child’s brain. But after the death, Erasmus’s medical hopes had transferred to Robert, and the Doctor had to be obeyed.

Erasmus himself was not above pulling strings. Robert switched to the University of Leiden and received his MD in only two years, for a thesis partly written by Erasmus, or based on his work. Erasmus settled his twenty-year-old son into a practice in the quaint old market town of Shrewsbury. It was an ideal spot, the resort of Shropshire’s leading families who came for the ‘balls, suppers,’ and ‘oyster-feasts.’ It was only a day’s journey from Birmingham and Etruria, yet far enough from the family home to ensure his independence. Erasmus’s contacts brought Robert a steady stream of patients, while the Lunaticks inducted him into London’s élite scientific club, the Royal Society, in the hope that it would give him a philosophical bent. Robert not only had his father’s money; he had his shrewdness and sympathy, and an uncanny ability to win patients’ confidence. Business was brisk, and the Darwin name acted as a beacon.12

The hysterical aftermath to the French Revolution threatened to dim that beacon. Erasmus was a democrat, who cheered the ‘success of the French against a confederacy of kings’ – indeed, who thought ‘a goose may govern a kingdom’ as well as any ‘idiot… in his royal senses.’ In Britain a period of unprecedented repression set in: radical Dissenters were attacked for believing in the ‘ wrongs of Providence, and rights of Man.’ The Lunaticks’ republicanism was ridiculed, their egalitarian religion denounced. Erasmus had put out feelers for the post of Poet Laureate, but what chance now? The Lord Chamberlain seemed curiously indisposed to offer a royal reward to this supporter of the American and French Revolutions – this poet of love and machines who spreads ‘the happy contagion of Liberty.’

Erasmus was versifying about the new French liberties and finishing his medico-evolutionary book Zoonomia when Priestley fell into the ‘sacrilegious hands of the savages of Birmingham.’ His chapel and house were gutted by a mob crying ‘No philosophers – Church and King for ever.’ The riots of 1791 spelled the end of the Lunar Society. Priestley was offered asylum at Etruria but eventually fled to America. Darwin’s erotic botany was denounced as titillating trash; his ‘atheism’ lambasted as the sort of demoralizing philosophy which had spawned the Terror. This backlash finally put an end to the fashionable libertinism of Erasmus’s day. It ushered in a period of respectability and evangelical rectitude, which was to mark the younger generations of Darwin-Wedgwoods.

Wedgwood was now in bad health. He saw his second son Tom – a keen chemical (and opium) experimenter – suffer a nervous breakdown. With England and France at war in 1793, he withdrew from the business and made out his will. He placed the factory in the hands of his eldest son, Jos II, now married to a squire’s daughter, Bessy Allen.13

Marriage for the Darwins, like everything else, was managed by old Erasmus. For Robert he picked that Etruscan beauty of the Lunar circle, Josiah’s daughter Susannah. She had been in and out of the Darwins’ Derby house since childhood, and had given Erasmus music lessons. Clever and capable, she was her father’s favourite. Josiah and Erasmus reached an understanding that Robert would marry her when his means permitted. In the event they wed in April 1796, a year after Josiah’s death. Robert was now established, and Susannah’s £25,000 inheritance was an acceptable addition to the family fortune.14

Robert bought land on the edge of Shrewsbury, on a steep 100-foot bank along the Severn, and built a plain but imposing red-brick residence, The Mount. With five bays adorning the two-and-a-half storeys, and ample lower wings, it emphasized the young doctor’s stature. He was a man of substance, in every way: tall, six feet two inches, with a steadily increasing girth. Their first child was a girl, Marianne; two more daughters followed, Caroline in 1800 and Susan in 1803, the year after Erasmus’s peaceful death. Then came their first son. Susannah delivered him on 29 December 1804, five years to the day after Robert’s elder brother, a rich solicitor with a bank of debts, had drowned himself in the River Derwent.15 They named the baby after him and his late grandfather – Erasmus.

The second generation Wedgwoods were – like the Darwins – aspiring gentry. Jos was Sheriff of Dorset, and dashed around ‘like Royalty,’ in a velvet-curtained carriage drawn by four white horses. In the war economy the pottery business had slumped; Jos moved back to Staffordshire to take charge of the firm and, unhappy as a manufacturer, sought a second home in the country, a weekend bolthole away from the business grind. Robert Darwin loaned him £30,000 to buy a thousand-acre estate near the Staffordshire village of Maer, an hour’s ride from Etruria and thirty miles from Shrewsbury. The manor had a large Elizabethan house, Maer Hall, set in extensive gardens (designed by Capability Brown) on a hill overlooking a lake, and surrounded by woods full of game. Here Jos and Bessy came to live in 1807 with their six children. On 2 May 1808, when Bessy was forty-four, their last baby, Emma, was born. Jos’s social elevation was reflected in his choice of schools. He sent the two oldest boys to Eton.16



Susannah Darwin was long-suffering as the Doctor’s wife, amanuensis, and receptionist. He might have been sympathetic to patients, but he had a brusqueness at home that sat incongruously with his ‘high squeaky voice.’ Even trifles riled him, and sometimes Susannah caught the brunt of his temper. Since her difficult second pregnancy, her ‘old life and spirits’ had waned, and she aged quickly. ‘Everybody seems young but me,’ she once sighed to Jos at The Mount.17


Another baby was delivered on 12 February 1809, in her forty-fourth year. They called him Charles Robert Darwin, after the medical men in the family – his father Robert and dead uncle Charles – in the hope of a bright career. Respectable gentry themselves now, ensconced in the imposing Mount, they had the baby baptized at the new St Chad’s Anglican Church on 17 November. It was becoming for the Doctor, and prudent. The country was still at war with France and a conspiratorial underground suspected; now was no time to wave the family’s liberal flag. Old Erasmus had been pilloried by government-inspired propaganda for his pro-French poetry. The name of Darwin was already associated with subversive atheism.18 Dr Robert was himself a closet freethinker, so it paid to tread carefully in these conservative years.

But Susannah stood quietly by her heritage. She took the children on Sundays to the Unitarian chapel. Set back from the High Street, it stood on the site of Shrewsbury’s first meeting house for Dissenters, which had been razed by an Anglican mob a century before. George Case had been invited to preach here by Susannah and the town’s Unitarian leaders, and to augment his pay he ran a day school at his house in Claremont Hill.19

Charles’s education began at home, with his sister Caroline, in her early teens, taking charge. He competed for her affection with Catherine, fifteen months younger, and Susannah’s last child. Charles was boisterous and mischievous, and one of his earliest memories was of trying to break the windows in a room where he had been locked as a punishment. He was an attention-seeker; he wanted praise, and was often made to feel guilty for it. For her part Caroline was inexperienced and at times heavy-handed, and Charles came to dread facing her, wondering ‘What will she blame me for now?’

To be let alone was liberating under Caroline’s zealous regime. With the others so much older, Charles learned to amuse himself around The Mount. The Doctor had a splendid library, and a flair for fashionable natural history. The greenhouse, just off the morning-room, was an exotic indoor jungle. His mother kept fancy pigeons, famed for their ‘beauty, variety, and tameness,’ and the gardens contained fruit trees and rare shrubs. Beyond the north terrace, down a steep wooded incline, was the river. Here Charles sat fishing for hours. He used worms for bait, killing them first in salt water – as his sisters instructed – to spare them the ordeal of being spitted.

He was an inveterate collector and hoarder – shells, postal franks, birds’ eggs, and minerals. They were trophies, piled up for praise. He craved it so much – he even started imagining that people admired him, only to feel guilty about it. But then he was guilty anyway. He was stealing to gain attention: at night he made off with the Doctor’s peaches and plums, then hid the fruit so that he could ‘discover’ and report the cache the next day. Or sometimes his booty became a bribe. He offered apples to older boys if they would first marvel at how quickly he could run. Innocent mischief, but it helped him to stand out in a house full of older sisters. ‘Inventing deliberate falsehoods’ became a regular method of seeking the spotlight.20

Susannah sent him to Mr Case’s school shortly after his eighth birthday in 1817. Each morning he walked over from The Mount, across the Welsh Bridge and up through narrow winding streets to the three-storey manse overlooking St Chad’s churchyard. Many of the boys were older. Charles, reserved and rather chunky, shrank from their ritual wrestling matches and hurried home in the afternoon, dodging the dogs in Barker Street. He would still do anything at school ‘for the pure pleasure of exciting attention & surprise,’ and his cultivated ‘lies… gave [him] pleasure, like a tragedy.’ He told tall tales about natural history, reported strange birds, and boasted of being able to change the colour of flowers. Once he invented an elaborate story designed to show how fond he was of telling the truth. It was a boy’s way of manipulating the world.21

The shock of Susannah’s death in July was traumatic for the family. Its impact on Charles, difficult to assess, was certainly profound. She suffered appallingly with a tumour, and in the last days only Marianne and Caroline – who helped with the nursing – were allowed to see her. On the 15th, when the end came, Charles and the others were sent for. The Doctor showed them the body on the bed, dressed in a black velvet gown. Caroline comforted Charles, and they cried together. But after the funeral on the 20th the children’s feelings were bottled up. The older ones could not even mention their mother’s name.

When Charles returned to Case’s school, his grief manifested itself in peculiar ways. One month after his mother’s burial, he watched, transfixed, out of the classroom window, as a horse was led to an open grave in the churchyard. The saddle was empty, with a man’s boots and carbine hanging at the side. So soon after his mother’s interment, the effect overwhelmed him. The military cortège assembled and the clergyman read the service as the coffin was lowered. Then a cavalryman from the 15th Hussars stepped out, in full regimental attire, and raised his rifle. As the shots echoed across the Severn valley, pent-up emotion surged through the eight-year-old’s body. Though in later life he could barely remember his mother, or her death – indeed he would have ‘no particularly happy or unhappy recollections of this time’ – he never forgot this scene. He remembered the dead soldier.22



The Mount became a teenage matriarchy, with Marianne heading up the household, Caroline acting as Catherine’s minder, and Susan becoming her father’s aide. The triumvirate was not to be trifled with. The sisters were a moral force, the inheritors of Susannah’s piety. Charles and brother Erasmus submitted to their discipline, knowing that they could still escape to school.


When the Doctor arrived from his rounds, there was no escape for anyone. His portly presence, like some immense gravitational field, made life whirl about him. It was a vertiginous experience, and nobody felt at ease. With patients he was renowned for gentleness, and his advice always reassured. At home these qualities became less apparent after Susannah’s death. His tenderness could still inspire love, but his tactlessness made the children fearful; he grew fastidious and opinionated, overwhelming them with his prodigious memory and his power to read minds, which ‘seemed almost supernatural.’ He interrogated and pontificated by turns; to be summoned was like being hauled before the Most High – except for the tiny falsetto voice. It was a subtle reminder that this overfed hulk was a mere mortal.23

Visitors noted the tension. After Maer’s ‘careless freedom and absence of restraint,’ the young Wedgwoods found The Mount claustrophobic. Everyone had to conform to the Doctor’s ‘orderly and correct’ standards. He was harder on the boys, whose untidiness repulsed him, but the girls suffered too. Elizabeth and Charlotte, in their twenties, were best friends with the Darwin sisters. Bessy Wedgwood had lived in ‘nervous dread’ of her own table-thumping father, and had brought up her daughters to view men as ‘dangerous creatures who must be humoured.’ Certainly the precept applied to The Mount. The girls laughed while the Doctor was away, always aware of the sea-change that was in store. ‘Sunday we dined at half-past one, drest afterwards, and sat about 3 hours expecting the tide to come in about dark,’ Elizabeth reported gloomily on one visit; ‘and rather stiff and awful the evening was.’24

Overawed, the Darwin boys formed a close alliance. In September 1818, Charles joined thirteen-year-old Eras as a boarder at Shrewsbury School: a minor public school, across the river, opposite the castle ruins. The buildings were centuries old, dating back to Edward VI, with facilities to match – dark, damp dormitories and frigid baths. The brothers endured the hardships, knowing that home comforts were only a sprint away. Although, faced with the Doctor and mothering sisters, they may even have preferred the regime of the Revd Samuel Butler.

Butler had been headmaster for twenty years. Locally, his status rivalled Dr Darwin’s; nationally his school was becoming known as a seat of excellence. The reputation had been hard won, for pampered squires’ sons were not easy to restrain; one, caught drunk, pulled a knife on him; another carried a loaded pistol; and a whole gang terrorized local farmers, killing their pigs. The Revd Butler cracked the whip, or when appropriate, allowed the boys to settle their differenees honourably in fist-fights.25 He enforced hard-working habits, convinced that disciplined young men were Anglican society’s first need.

The classics provided the core curriculum. The ability to read, write, and dissect dead languages was the mark of a gentleman. The more he knew about ancient cultures, the better able he was to command his own. Such was the theory. The practice Charles loathed. Latin and Greek numbed him. Education at Shrewsbury consisted of rote learning and recitation, with verse-making as a creative outlet. On the whole his lessons were ‘carefully prepared & correctly said,’ but only as a result of hand-me-down schoolboy tricks. He and his friends compiled a ‘grand collection of old verses’ that could be patched together to meet any contingency of poem writing. True, he enjoyed some of the odes of Horace, when he could recall them, but, like his other lines, most left him within a week. Byron’s poetry was more memorable, and Shakespeare’s historical plays. Propped up in a window seat, set in the school’s thick walls, he pored over them by the hour.26

Classmates remembered Charles being ‘old for his age,’ both ‘in manner and in mind.’ The Mount had left its solemn mark on him; he was keen to please yet anxious to avoid pain, and reticence masked his frustration. Craving acceptance, he swallowed his anger (as he was always to do) and took after his frail and studious elder brother. Neither liked sports. While Eras burrowed into books and pottered with plants, Charles amassed his collections and went on ‘long solitary walks.’ Stirred by the Revd C. C. Clarke’s Wonders of the World, he fantasized about more distant trips, day-dreaming of tropical islands and South American landscapes. It was all a refuge from the stultifying grown-ups.27

The ten-year-old was a handful for his mothering sisters. When, in July 1819, they took him to the Welsh coast for three weeks, he was quarrelsome and morose; he ‘swore like a trooper’ and took off alone, walking the beach, watching the sea-birds, entering another world. There was the excitement of new insects – large mottled sap-suckers and splendid moths. Another collection was started, but then a sister dictated that ‘it was not right to kill insects’ for this purpose – dead ones would have to do. A year later, freed from his female chaperones, he rode a short distance into Wales with Erasmus. By twelve, he and Eras were galloping all the way to Bangor with their Wedgwood cousins Frank and Hensleigh. Over the Welsh mountains they rode; past rugged peaks with their sombre scenes of primal desolation.

No longer so withdrawn, he was beginning to share his interests. At school he became keen to ‘gratify his fellows.’ He brought plants for the boys’ garden and struggled to explain how his mother used to name them from their blossoms. He looked up to the older boys, Eras’s friends, and one, the tall John Price, looked down on him ‘in every sense.’ Darwin brought ‘Old Price’ a shell one day to see if he could identify it. A ‘dog periwinkle’ of course, Price snapped, which left Charles wide-eyed with wonder.28 Learning names was essential when every genteel drawing-room had its cabinet of curios, and Charles’s training began in the playground.



*

The five years between the brothers shrank once Charles reached his teens. Erasmus led the way as always, pulling Charles fast up behind him. Bored with the classical curriculum, Eras took an explosive interest in chemistry, and in 1822 he co-opted Charles as his assistant. A ‘Lab’ was fitted out in the garden shed, after the Doctor banished them and their noxious gases from the house.


It was an expensive hobby, fit for gentlemen dilettantes in an industrial age. Probably the boys picked it up from the practical Wedgwoods, who understood kiln chemistry and kept recipe books of experiments. Eras and Charles set up a fund for apparatus and fuelled it from the family purse (the ‘cow’ to be ‘milked,’ as they called it). Fifty pounds or so – over a year’s wage for a servant – went a long way.29 They bought test tubes from a glass-blower, fetched stop-cocks from London, and equipped benches full of crucibles, retorts, evaporating dishes, and burners. But there was scarcely time to enjoy being together. Eras was seventeen and leaving school, intending to follow the family tradition in medicine. As the experiments began, the Doctor considered the educational choices.

Eras could go to Scotland to receive a liberal, science-based training, perhaps to Edinburgh University, as he himself had. Or he could purchase an expensive apprenticeship for the boy at one of the best London hospitals; £500 would buy him a top spot in the profession.

Or Eras could proceed to Oxford or Cambridge, the only two English universities. If, that is, he did not mind subscribing to the Thirty-nine Articles of the Anglican faith; and the Darwins did not – two generations of wealth had left them cloaked in Anglican respectability. These were Church universities, and members had to toe the doctrinal line. Here Eras would receive an upstanding rather than an outstanding education, starting – as in Shrewsbury School – with a grounding in classics. It was designed to keep the physician on a social par with his gentrified patients. Here the future gentry, doctors, and clergy were to be united – they would close ranks against the vulgar classes and protect the ‘precious birthright of an English gentleman’ Oxford and Cambridge moulded ‘the morals, manners, yea, the whole formation’ of a gentleman physician, allying rank and wealth with professional honour.30

Cambridge it was, and Eras went up to Christ’s College in October 1822. Thereafter father received notes from his ‘spendpenny son,’ with essential termly bills attached – debts to be cleared, thirteen guineas owed to the wine merchant, ‘& I shall be much obliged to the Dr if he will pay it.’ Charles’s letters were chock-full of chemical tidbits. Sights and smells were quintessential, and Eras described the mineralogy professor, John Stevens Henslow, incinerating arsenic with a blowpipe to release a gastronomic garlic odour. He reported back on students who ‘got perfectly tipsy with… laughing gas’ (something first tried by the Wedgwoods’ friend Coleridge twenty years earlier). ‘One man said he felt just as if he could fly, & when he was drinking the gas, he began to jump, & twiddle his fingers, & make a kind half laughing & screaming noise.’

‘The lab will look very insignificant after all the grand things I see here,’ Eras confessed. The boys had money to burn, or rather corrode, and obtained their silver by dissolving up sixpences. It was pure indulgence and burnt a hole in both pockets. Charles planned to visit Eras at Christ’s during the summer holidays of 1823, to marvel at the strutting ‘Noblemen & such.’ Eras, dissipated and broke from his amusements, told him to ‘bring up a good supply of money, for by that time I shall not have so much as a brass farthing to buy some broth with when you come starving off ye coach.’ During term-time, Charles scurried home at weekends, eager to exchange the classics for Parkes’s Chemical Catechism or Brande’s Manual of Chemistry. Inevitably, word spread at school about his smelly shed, and ‘Gas’ became his nickname. Revd Butler got wind of it too. He embarrassed Charles in front of the boys by calling him a ‘poco curante’ (a trifler), which sounded dreadful. Classics, not chemistry, moulded the character.31

It was a fad, but ‘Gas’ Darwin enjoyed the hours out in the shed alone, and he always had fond memories of his chemical self-education. By fifteen, he took up a more characteristic pursuit for a son of the Shropshire gentry. He was old enough to carry a gun and hunting became his passion. Blasting at birds was a ‘most holy cause,’ and since quail were more edible than insects his sisters did not cavil. He felt powerful, armed and tramping through the field. Making gas was nothing to massacring his first snipe, although the thrill was just as physical. It left him trembling so violently that he could barely reload.

Permission was needed to hunt, but the Doctor was hand in glove with the local squires, and Charles had no lack of bushes to beat. The best hunting was at Maer, where the easy-going Wedgwoods turned the shoots into parties, a respite from the autocratic atmosphere of The Mount. Uncle Jos joined in, and there were always cousins Jos III, Harry, Frank, and Hensleigh. They were all in their twenties, and Hensleigh was Eras’s age and had been at Cambridge with him. He was the scholar of the family and reminded Uncle Jos of his precocious brother Tom, who had died at thirtyfour, a burnt-out opium addict. Charles also took after Tom, who had been similarly obsessed with chemistry; Uncle Jos doted on him and Hensleigh alike. And lanky Charles, unprepossessing but full of promise, was bracing company for his girls.32

The four Wedgwood daughters were easy-going. They wore spectacles and came in pairs. Of the older ones, Charlotte was considered eligible, but Elizabeth was dwarfish, with severe spinal curvature. The others, Fanny and Emma, had been inseparable since childhood and were known as the ‘Doveleys,’ the family pets. Fanny was short, plain, and tidy, Emma quite the opposite. She had thick brown hair, grey eyes, a high forehead, and was as charming as she was chaotic, as messy as a boy. ‘Little Miss Slip-Slop,’ they called her. The pair had already studied abroad and spent a year at a London school, while at home the older sisters were in charge of their lessons. Emma helped Elizabeth with the village Sunday school and even wrote simple moral tales to aid the instruction. The school was held in the Maer Hall laundry; here the girls gave sixty children their only formal training in the three Rs – reading, writing, and religion.

Religion was a serious matter for the Wedgwoods, but since the 1790s the family had become more conformist. Like so many second-and third-generation Unitarians, cosseted in wealth, secure in business, they were adopting Anglican respectability. Jos was the parish patron, lining up his nephew to take charge as vicar. It made sense for Emma to stay on the safe side and be confirmed as an Anglican. Certainly her mother was for the respectability, or at least for covering her options. It was ‘better to conform to the ceremonies’ of the Church, she said, ‘for one can never be quite sure that in omitting them we are not liable to sin.’

So Emma was duly confirmed at St Peter’s Church, Maer. The ceremony took place on 17 September 1824. The partridge season had opened, and a fortnight later Charles drove over with Susan and Catherine to celebrate the rite. Besides the shooting, there was an impromptu family performance of The Merry Wives of Windsor, an apt choice for Charles with his Shakespearean tastes, and for the girls. They had ‘wicked times,’ it was reported: ‘1st Oct. Revels; 2nd, Revels; 4th, Revels… 6th Oct., quiet evening!’33 One wonders who played Falstaff…



No such revels occurred at Shrewsbury. The Doctor was becoming more censorious, and Charles a trial. He was not shining at Dr Butler’s school, the whole family knew it. He seemed too ordinary for a Darwin, perhaps even deficient. The spectres of his self-destructive uncles, Tom and Erasmus, hovered about The Mount. And with Eras away, he had become too fond of the gun. Determined to shake Charles to his senses, the Doctor reacted like one of the boys’ experiments. Towards the end of the school year he exploded: ‘You care for nothing but shooting, dogs, and rat-catching, and you will be a disgrace to yourself and all your family’!34

The Doctor had a strong purgative, something to cleanse him of this partridge affliction. He took Charles out of school in June 1825, two years early. Give him a career, a direction – the rigours of medicine would do the trick. Charles was to follow in his brother’s and father’s footsteps to professional respectability.


2
The Northern Athens

WITH A MEDICAL CAREER in mind the sixteen-year-old, qualified only by a squire’s confidence and the family’s good name, spent the summer of 1825 practising on the sick poor of Shropshire. Sometimes he accompanied the Doctor, administering the medicines. He relished his father’s approval and enjoyed the apprenticeship. Within weeks he had a dozen patients of his own – ‘chiefly women and children in Shrewsbury.’ He recorded symptoms and his father made up the prescriptions. All in all, the Doctor saw distinct prospects in his bedside manner.1


The reports from Erasmus at Christ’s were less encouraging. Charles heard how his brother was given the filthy jobs, preparing the corpses for dissection and cleaning up the limbs afterwards. Eras was inured to the blood and stench of the anatomy theatre, but he felt Charles becoming queasy even as he talked of his menial work on the cadavers: ‘I dont fancy it wld. have suited your stomack especially before breakfast.’

Erasmus thought it ‘ten thousand pities if you do not come to Cambridge.’ But to no avail. The Doctor had decided on Edinburgh University for Charles, the ‘Northern Athens.’ It was more the family tradition. He would be a third-generation Darwin to study medicine here, following his father and grandfather. Family ties with the Edinburgh academics went back a long way. The professor of natural philosophy, John Leslie, ‘an enormous mass of flesh and an extremely agreeable man,’ had even once tutored the Wedgwood sons at Maer.2 As a result Charles would leave home with letters that would place him at the best intellectual dinner tables.

Then there were the medical considerations. Edinburgh was better equipped, better staffed, and offered better hospital facilities than the cloistered English universities. It turned out not only better-educated MDs than Oxford and Cambridge, but vastly more of them.3 Edinburgh had long been a haven for wealthy Dissenters, barred from Oxford and Cambridge by the Thirty-nine Articles. Here they studied a wide array of medical and scientific subjects, including botany, chemistry, and natural history. The students were also exposed to the latest Continental thought, particularly in the thriving extramural schools clustered around the university. Many graduates went to Paris after their final year and returned full of the latest French notions. They kept Edinburgh students briefed on the best, the most heterodox, and the most innovative new sciences, as Charles was to find out.

Fortunately, Erasmus could do his external hospital study at Edinburgh, so plans were laid for him to accompany Charles, to cast a protective coat over his brother’s shoulders. Eras came home from Cambridge in July and the two began planning. They would anatomize, collect fossils, and continue their chemical entertainments. Erasmus could not wait. ‘It will be very pleasant our being together, we shall be as cozy as possible, & I almost think that when you have arrived at the dignity of a “Varsity” man, that I shall leave of[f] licking you.’

Charles and Eras arrived at Edinburgh late in October. They checked in to the Star Hotel in Princes Street, overlooking the ravine that bisects the city, and began hunting for digs. There was no lack of choice with all the lodging houses packed claustrophobically around the university. But most rooms were dark, dank ‘little holes.’ They found the exception. At 11 Lothian Street the landlady, Mrs Mackay, specialized in students. She was ‘a nice clean old body, and exceedingly civil & attentive.’ (A generation of doctors and naturalists had their first taste of Edinburgh hospitality from Mrs Mackay.) It was convenient, the university stood at the end of the street, a few minutes’ walk away. She gave the lads two light and airy bedrooms and a sitting-room four flights up for twenty-six shillings a week. They settled in and began to explore.

They walked all over town, lost in admiration. The ravine was astonishing, the city seemed perched on a precipice: ‘indeed Bridge Street is the most extraordinary thing I ever saw,’ Charles wrote home, ‘and when we first looked over the side we could hardly believe our eyes, when, instead of a fine river we saw a stream of people.’ They took in everything: the Old Town with its gothic skyline, the business centre, and the bustling university area, teeming with students. ‘Auld Reekie’ lived up to its name here, with overcrowded tenements and crime. Then there was the classical New Town, now favoured by the merchants and professionals. The boys paced the broad cobbled streets, up and down winding flights of steps, admiring the imposing stone buildings. At the Parliament House they could see the clubbing Tory barristers ‘showing their feathers at their more-employed and laborious Whigs, as a race soon to be exterminated.’4 The sons of Dr Darwin, Whigs to a tee, appreciated this fine piece of political miscalculation.

Scotch fare had to be tried: fried oysters, stewed herrings, cods’ heads stuffed with oatmeal. And shopping in the new market, with its narrow stalls crammed with fresh vegetables. Then it was off to see Weber’s Der Freischütz or some other terpsichorean delight at the Theatre-Royal by night.

On Sundays they sampled the churches. Edinburgh was the religious capital of Scotland and soot-stained steeples littered the hilly landscape. The mighty edifices were the backbone of the Establishment, their stern preachers appointed by noble patrons and the Crown. This was the Church of Scotland: wealthy, dogmatic, and self-assured. The Kirk’s legislative body, the General Assembly, met in Edinburgh amid much pomp. Everyone turned out – Charles and Eras included – to see the black-robed delegates convening to debate the moral health of the nation. The boys’ first service, though, came as a bit of a surprise; instead of a two-hour ‘soulcutting discourse,’ they were agreeably released after a moderate twenty-minute sermon.

The city was cosmopolitan. One would pass a German physician here, a French nobleman there. The American John James Audubon, dressed like a backwoodsman, was in town in 1826 to sign up subscribers for his Birds of America.
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