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1
Erasmus Darwin

Erasmus Darwin was the grandfather of Charles, They nev-
er met because Erasmus died seven years before his grand-
son, Charles, was born. Both Charles and Erasmus, in
their different times, were fascinated® by the facts of the
natural world. Both of them wrote books about the evolu-
tion® of living things. There were more similarities between
their ideas than there were differences, but there was at
least one important difference. It was this difference which
made Charles famous and changed the thinking of the
world.

In his way, Erasmus was also famous. He had written
several books and there was one book written about him
which was simply called Erasmus Darwin. The book was o-
riginally written in German and the English edition® ap-
peared during his grandson’s lifetime; it was Charles who
wrote the Introduction. Erasmus was elected a member of
the Royal Society®. He earned his living as a doctor, and
was even offered the job of Doctor® to King George ¥ —
but Erasmus refused.

The three books by Erasmus, for which he is now re-
membered, were called Zoonomia, The Temple of Nature,
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and The Botanic Garden®. The last two of these were writ-
ten as long poems, which was not unusual in the eighteenth
century. The books of Erasmus were translated into both
French and German and his reputation as a writer was as
great as his reputation as a scientist®. i

Before looking at the ideas of Erasmus in his books, it
would be better to look at the ideas held by the mass® of
people during the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. For
three or four hundred years, travellers had been coming
back to Europe with stories of strange people, strange lan-
guages and strange animals. Europeans were aware of the
different nature of non-European worlds®. They were
taught in their churches and elsewhere, that every word of
the Bible was literally® true and that what they learned from
the Bible applied to the whole world, whatever it was like.
From this starting point, the usual group of beliefs, con-
scious or unconscious, was; one, that the world was only a
few thousand years old; two, that man was very different
from all other living creatures and had been especially creat-
ed by God; three, that the creatures which came out of
Noah’s ark® were the same as the creatures of their own
time; four, that there was no reason for any animal to
change its form or for a species to become extinct®,

Most people recognised a ‘chain of being’® starting
from the most primitive forms of life, rising up to man him-
self, and then progressing even further to the angels and up
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to God himself. Few, however, considered the possibility of
development from one form to another. An ape® may look
like a man and a sheep may resemble a goat but the changing
of one into another, or a common ancestor for both was not
usually open to discussion. For the chain of being to become
a theory of evolution, not only did the idea of change and
development need adding, but the whole world needed a
much longer history.

There had been many intelligent people, of course,
who had thought more deeply about the origin and develop-
ment of living things. Not surprisingly, many of those who
found the literal interpretation of Noah and the Flood® diffi-
cult to accept were interested in plants, insects, birds and
animals and other phenomena of the natural world®, And
there were, of course, people such as farmers who were

aware that careful breeding® of certain animals could have

interesting results but no one really connected this infor-
mation with the evolution of living things generally.

Erasmus Darwin certainly did not accept the Bible as
literally true; and he was not alone in his ideas®. Many in-
telligent, educated Europeans of the 18th century fully ac-
cepted the idea of unlimited change from creature to crea-
ture.

It i1s important, then, to briefly examine the ideas of
Erasmus Darwin and two other men. These, and others,

prepared the way for Charles Darwin in the 19th century.
' 3



Charles never felt that he owed much to previous® thinkers,
even to his famous grandfather. What Charles offered to the
world was something new; it was nevertheless an addition
to, and related to, many of the thoughts of those who came
before him®.

The first of the three men to consider is Georges
Leclerc de Buffon. He was French and lived from 1707 to
1788. He was a scientist with a special interest in living
things. He suspected that not all creatures were always per-
fectly adapted? to their surroundings; he suspected occa-
sional® faults and problems. He noticed that the way ani-
mals and plants were distributed over the earth suggested
possible change and development in their history. He spoke
about the ﬁeed, in theory, for the history of the world to be
much longer. He saw certain similarities between animals
which did not look related. He noticed differences in the
form of animals belonging to the same species and he saw
that life increased faster than its food supply. None of these
ideas fitted very well with the literal interpretation of the
Bible. Two important books of his were published in 1749
and 1778. It is fairly certain that the writings of Buffon in-
fluenced both Erasmus Darwin and a second Frenchman,
Jean Baptiste Lamarck, who lived from 1744 to 1826.
Lamarck ‘was a deep and logical thinker. He saw all living
creatures, not only as constantly® changing, but as con-
stantly trying to change. He believed that life was sponta-
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neously® created at the lowest levels and that all beings,
during their life, actually tried to develop into higher forms.
He believed that whatever change a creature made to itself
during its lifetime, that change was passed on to its chil-
dren. For example, if a giraffe® managed to make its neck
just a little longer by always trying to reach higher, then the
children of that giraffe would have longer-than-average
necks. This is not true, but to a firm believer in evolution
like Lamarck, it was one of the few possible answers.

So, there were actually several scientists who did not
accept the fact that all life forms were unchanging, that is to
say, that no development ever took place, and that all crea-
tures were the same as they were when God created the
world. Erdsmus Darwin was one of these 18th century sci-
entists. He published his Zoonomia in 1794 but he had been
working on it for many years. His two long poems were
published in 1791 and 1803. One of his most interesting

comments on living things is:
‘the whole is one family of one parent’

which is exactly what his grandson was going to argue years

later. That sentence summarises® the evolution of all living

things in their various forms from a single, probably primi-

tive, living being. Erasmus moticed that living things had a

special relationship with the places where they lived (today
)



this is known as the study of ‘ecology’?, and the whole set
of relationships is ‘ecosystem’). He was fascinated, for ex-
ample, by protective colouring in animals, and by how a
plant spread its seeds. He suggested that creatures just like
those of long ago might still be found in deep seas (he would
never have seen the coelacanth®). He was aware, too, that
most living things were constantly making changes to suit
their environment.

Among certain scientists, then, the idea of evolution
and constant change among living things was really quite
well accepted. There were others beside Buffon, Lamarck
and Erasmus Darwin; these three were among the leaders in
such thinking. And one of them happened to be the grandfa-
ther of Charles Darwin. Charles supplied some of the an-
swers to their questions. Other answers were supplied by
the Austrian Gregor Mendel. More information has been
supplied by 20th century scientists——but there will always

be more questions.
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Exercises
Compare the different ideas between the people in the

18th century and the scientists.

old ideas new ideas
history of
a few thousand years 1
human being .
origin of human 2 ape by evolution
change of
never change forms 3
creatures
making changes to
reasons . . )
4 suit their environ-
of change
ment
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The early life of Charles Darwin

Charles’s father, Robert, was a doctor and he planned for
his own two sons, Charles and young Erasmus, to become
doctors, too. There were six childern in the family. Charles
was the second son and the fifth child.

The family lived in Shrewsbury® in a house called The
Mount. Robert was a strict but good father. He was feared
just a little by his children but loved very much by them.
The family situation was not made easier® by the fact that
Mrs Darwin, the doctor’s wife, died fairly early. Charles
was only nine years old at the time of her death.

Charles’s mother had been Susannah Wedgwood before
she married Robert. Wedgwood is a famous name in the

2 .
“ and Susannah was a member of the fami-

world of ceramics
ly which started that famous product. Even after Susannah’
death the Darwins and the Wedgwoods remained close
friends; and Charles’s uncle, Josiah Wedgwood, played an
important part in Charles’s future. The Darwins were not a
religions family, in fact, one could describe them as a family
of unbelievers; unbelievers with open minds®. The writings

of grandfather Erasmus are a nice example of this approach

to life®



Robert, like Erasmus his father, was a member of the
Royal Society, which means that he was a man quite highly
respected by other educated men of the time. He was also
respected in Shrewsbury as a doctor. He had many patients
and became very rich. Much later, when he died, he left
Charles five thousand pounds a year. This was, in those
days, a very large amount of money. When Charles got
married he received thirteen thousand pounds from his fa-
ther in order to set up his home, In addition to this, Charles
received money regularly from his father. In fact, from a fi-
nancial point of view®, it was never necessary for Charles to
work or get a job at all. Nevertheless, Robert, like all good
fathers, often complained about the way Charles spent his
money and his spare time. Robert was a big man; he was
six feet two inches tall and weighed three hundred and twen-
ty eight pounds, about 150kg. He kept a close eye on all his
children and cared for their education®. Charles later de-
scribed him as ‘the kindest man I ever knew’. He was a
lively personality® and very interested in the smallest details
of the lives of his family and his patients. As it was Robert’s
plan that his sons should become doctors like their father
and grandfather, Charles and young Erasmus often went
with their father when he visited his patients. They watched
Robert at work and helped to mix the medicines.

At the age of eight Charles was sent to school in
Shrewsbury. It was a day school, (i.e.Charles came home
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every day), which was run by a Mr Case. One report which
we have of this school says that Charle_zs was slower at learn-
ing than his younger sister. This tells us something about
Charles; it also tells us something about Robert, whose
thinking was broad enough to send his daughters to school.
Not all families sent their daughters to school in those days.

After a year at Mr Case’s school, Robert sent Charles
to continue his education at a traditional boarding school
known simply as Shrewsbury School. A ‘boarding’ school
meant that the pupils lived and slept there, apart from the
holidays. A large part of their learning was the grammar of
Latin and Greek, Every day the pupils would have forty or
fifty lines of Latin poetry to learn by heart or translate. As
an occasional change from grammar, the pupils might learn
a little of the history of the ancient Greeks and Romans or
even a little geography. The school would not be very dif-
ferent from the school attended by William Shakespeare in
Stratford more than two hundred years before®. This was
the normal education for the sons of successful, middle-class
parents. The school was organised by Dr Samuel Butler
whose own grandson later became a writer. Althogh the
school was a boarding school, Charles visited his home most
evenings, partly perhaps because it was so close to the
school and partly because the home itself was a happy one.
Charles started at Shrewsbury School in 1818 and remained
a pupil there for seven years.
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