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Upbringing and

education

Charles Robert Darwin (1809—1882),
naturalist, geologist, and originator of the theory
of natural selection, was born on 12 February 180g
at The Mount, ShrewsburyCD, the fifth child and
second son of Robert Waring Darwin (1766—1848),
Shrewsbury’s principal physician, and Susannah
Wedgwood (1765—1817). His sisters were Mari-
anne, Caroline, Susan, and Emily Catherine, his
brother Erasmus Alvey. His grandfathers, the
potter Josiah Wedgwood (1730—1795) and the
evolutionist poet and physician Erasmus Darwin
(17311802), were leading lights of the industrial
revolution; his grandmothers were respectively
Sarah Wedgwood (1734—1815) and Mary Howard
(1740—1770). Charles’s mother died in 1817, when
he was eight, and in later life he had no distinct

recollection of her beyond the ‘black velvet gown’
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she .wore on her deathbed and her ‘curiously
constructed work-table’ (Autobiography, 22). She
was buried in St Chad’s Church, Montford, near
Shrewsbury, where Darwin’s father also rests.

Childhood

Darwin’s three older sisters took on maternal®
responsibility and he remembered his childhood
with great affection. The nature of the relation-
ship between father and son is disputed. Robert
Waring Darwin was a talkative man of strong
principles, freethinking, and an enthusiastic gar-
dener. In later life Charles frequently referred
to cherished medical and scientific opinions of
his father, and he appreciated his father’s powers
of observation and intuitive understanding of
human nature, qualities that enabled him to
read ‘the characters, and even the thoughts of
those whom he saw even for a short time’ (Auto-
biography, 32). Shrewd investments in canals
and property made Dr Darwin prosperous, and
through private mortgages® and loans he kept
a tight grip on® the financial affairs of several
Shrewsbury families. He was also a noted philan-
thropist@. With a large medical practice and many

friends, his life as a whig® gentleman—physician
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was comfortably full, varied, and respectable, even
if some nephews and nieces felt him to be dom-

ineering®.

Charles Darwin’s childhood is mainly known from
his own recollections, where he portrays himself
as a simple, docile®, and happy child, with a liking
for long solitary walks. He showed an early habit
of fabricating adventures to seek attention. In 1817
he went to a day school run by George Case,
minister of the local Unitarian® chapel@, where his
mother (in keeping with her Wedgwood heritage)
had taken him to services. At Shrewsbury School,
which he attended as a boarder from 1818 to 1825,
the teaching was narrow and classical. Darwin
hated it and claimed that his daily facility in Latin
verse was forgotten by the next morning. Later
he recalled benefiting from little except private
lessons in Euclid®, although he did enjoy reading
Shakespeare in private hours at school; at home he
dabbled in chemistry in a small laboratory fitted
up by his brother in an outhouse, but such sci-
ence had no place in public schools, and when he
repeated experiments in the dormitories he was
publicly reproved by the headmaster, Dr Samuel
Butler, for wasting time. The boy was an invet-

erate® collector, of franks, seals, coins, birds’ eggs,
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and minerals, and from early adolescence his pas-

sion became game shooting.

Edinburgh®, 18251827

Robert Darwin intended both his sons to become
physicians. Charles, unsuccessful at school, was
removed in 1825, two years early, and spent
the summer accompanying the doctor on his
rounds. In the autumn he was sent with his
brother Erasmus to Edinburgh University (1825—
7), which offered the best medical education in
Britain. Here English dissenters, barred from
taking degrees at Oxford and Cambridge uni-
versities, kept abreast of® continental work in
the extramural® schools and studied a suite of
new sciences. The Darwins had studied medi-
cine here for three generations, and Erasmus
Darwin’s grandsons found easy entrée® to intel-
lectual society. lL.eonard Horner took Charles to
the Royal Society of Edinburgh©, where he saw
the novelist Sir Walter Scott. Diplomatic social-
izing with the professors, not least the elder
Andrew Duncan, the octogenarian® joint professor®
of the theory of physic (whose family vault con-
tained the body of Darwin’s uncle), preceded

the term’s work. However, after a diligent start,
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Darwin recoiled at the early mornings: anatomy®
disgusted him, and his letters home criticized
the professors. Civic politics had allowed some
to treat their academic posts as family property,
and he was appalled at the case of the anatomist
Alexander Monro tertius@—the third generation
to hold the seat. While the younger Andrew
Duncan’s winter lectures on materia medica® left
Darwin with the enduring memory of spending
‘a whole, cold, breakfastless hour on the proper-
ties of rthubarb®’ (Correspondence, 4.36), this prob-
ably said more about Darwin’s youth and restless-
ness than about Duncan’s abilities. Duncan was
widely versed in European learning and at the
forefront in teaching Augustin de Candolle’s® ‘nat-
ural system’ of classification (it was Candolle who
emphasized the ‘war’ among species, so important
to Darwin later). Most of all, Darwin was sick-
ened by surgery (this was before the introduction
of anaesthesia®), and he fled during an operation
on a child in the Royal Infirmary@. All of this
determined him to forsake the dead house and
dissection, a decision he would later on occasion

regret.

There were diversions: Thomas Hope’s theatrical
chemistry classes, coastal walks, and bird stuffing
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lessons, a craft taught to Darwin by a freed slave
from Guiana, John Edmonstone, in the univer-
sity natural history museum. After hiking through
Wales during the summer of 1826, inspired by
Gilbert White’s Natural History of Selborne® which
taught him to see birds as more than targets,
he returned to Edinburgh. His interest in medi-
cine gone, he joined the thriving student Plinian
Society®. Here he heard the tyros® talk on clas-
sification and cuckoos, and he even spoke him-
self. There was sometimes a frisson® in these base-
ment meetings in 1826, generated by a handful of
young radical freethinkers using a deterministic
science against the Church of Scotland. Darwin
was nominated for the Plinian by the anti-clerical
phrenologist® William A. F. Browne, among others,
and he petitioned© to join on 21 November 1826,
the day that Browne announced that he would
refute Charles Bell’s Anatomy and Physiology
of Exzpression (which argued that the human
facial muscles were specially created to express
mankind’s unique emotions). Darwin joined a
week later, with the Unitarian W. R. Greg, who
read a paper on lower animals’ possessing every
human mental faculty. Darwin himself was on
the council of the Plinian Society by 5 December
1826.
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Darwin’s fascination for the local sea pens and
sea mats? on the Firth of Forth® coast brought
him briefly under the wing of his most influ-
ential mentor at Edinburgh, the physician and
sponge expert Robert Edmond Grant, who guided
Darwin’s invertebrate studies in this rich North
Sea environment. A Francophile® and friend of
Etienne Geoffroy Saint-Hilaire®, Grant was a
deist® and materialist, and Darwin in old age
recalled his bursting out with praise for the trans-
formist Jean-Baptiste Lamarck. Indeed, Grant,
like Lamarck, believed that the simple tissues of
sponges and polyps® could elucidate? the primitive
origin and primal function of complex human
organs. Beneath Grant’s stern crust Darwin found
an enthusiast for this microscopic life, and Darwin
made his own observations in March 1827 on
the larvae® of molluscs® the sea mat Fi Tustra®, and
sea pens, confirming Grant’s belief that sponge
and sea-mat larvae could swim by means of cilia.
Grant pushed Darwin into consulting continental
books, including Lamarck’s Systern of Inverte-
brate Animals®, to check his Flustra findings. From
late 1826 Grant took Darwin to meetings of the
‘Wernerian Natural History Society, to which, on
24 March 1827, Grant announced Darwin’s dis-

covery that the black bodies inside oyster shells
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were the eggs of the skate leech® Pontobdella®.
Three days later Darwin made his public début®,
presenting his findings on swimming Flustra®
larvae and Pontobdella eggs before the Plinian
Society.

Darwin had read his grandfather Erasmus’s book
on the evolutionary laws of life and health,
Zoonomia®. Grant approved of it and exposed the
grandson to the latest ideas on transmutation®,
endorsing® Geoffroy’s view that all animals showed
a ‘unity of plan’; from people to polyps, they
shared similar organs that differed only in com-
plexity. Thus life could be threaded into a chain,
which for Grant represented a real blood line.
His belief that the common origin of the plant
and animal kingdoms lay just below the sim-
plest algae and polyps, whose eggs were analo-
gous to® the ‘monads?, or elementary particles of
living tissue, would provide a launch point for
Darwin’s own speculations a decade later. How-
ever, Grant’s zoology was out of step with the
safe taxonomic® preoccupations® of the age, and
Darwin was exposed to the passions that such sub-
versive® science aroused. Browne’s talk on the
material basis of mind at the 27 March 1827 Pli-

nian meeting so inflamed listeners that Darwin’s
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