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Changing Times

In a wealthy home—such as the one Charles
Darwin was born into—people wore fine clothes,
ate luxurious food and were looked after by
servants. Families were large. This family is
gathered together in the evening to listen to
the father telling a story.
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The early years of the 19th century saw the birth of
a man whose influence was to change the way
people looked at the world around them for ever.
His name was Charles Darwin.

Intolerant times

England in those days was not a tolerant society.
Many people still believed that every word of the
Bible was absolutely true. Life was governed by a
very strict moral code. Some people behaved in
ways that broke the code— but never in public. As
the century progressed, and Queen Victoria came
to the throne, the British Empire stretched around
the globe, and the British people were proud of
their position in the world. Victorian capitalism
saw the birth and success of many major industries.
The rich were rich, the poor were poor, and every-
one knew their place and their station in life.
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Charles Robert Darwin was born in 1809 and died in 1882. In
his life he went from being an academic failure to become
one of the greatest biologists the world has ever known.
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A new world view

It was in these strict and moral times that Charles
Darwin grew up, but he was fortunate enough to
be born into a family of thinkers, men and women
of ideas. By the time Darwin came to publish his
groundbreaking idea— that living things had not
been created all at once by God, but had evolved
over millions of years— society itself had changed.

Although Darwin’s ideas were met with fury and
opposition in some places, many people were ready
to listen to and understand what he had to say. His
vision has changed the face of science for ever, and
much of our modern understanding of ecology,
genetics, evolution and conservation stems from
the work of Charles Darwin, perhaps the most amaz-
ing Victorian of them all.
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The Darwin Family

Charles Darwin was born into a Shrewsbury family of
well-known intellectuals, people of strong views who
were not afraid to express them.

His grandfather, Erasmus Darwin, was a doctor, and was
also internationally known for his poetic descriptions
of the natural world, published in his book Zoonomia.
Like his grandson in years to come, Erasmus saw repro-
duction as the key to understanding the workings of
nature. He was a member of the Lunar Society, which
included a number of famous men such as James Watt,
Joseph Priestley and Josiah Wedgwood, all of whom had
played an important part in the Industrial Revolution.
They met to discuss the role of science and invention in
a changing society.

Erasmus’s son, Robert Waring Darwin, was also a doctor
and a very good one. He was both successful and wealthy,
because he combined medicine with a business career.
He made a fortune that provided his children with an
independent income for the rest of their lives.

This painting is anti-slavery.
Both of Darwin’s grandfathers
were free thinkers who
supported the abolition of
slavery, freedom of enterprise
and freedom of expression.
Parliament finally voted to
abolish slavery in the British
Empire in 1833.
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The birth of Charles

Robert Darwin married Susannah Wedgwood, daugh-
ter of his father’s friend Josiah, who founded the famous
pottery business. She was much more conventional in
her thinking than her husband, and was a very devout
Christian. Charles Robert Darwin was born on 12 Febru-
ary 1809, in Shrewsbury, in the west of England.

Charles’s early childhood seems to have been happy and
uneventful, but when he was only 8 years old his mother
died. His older sisters Caroline, Susan and Emily took
over his care. They were devoted to their little brother,
and shared with him the religious belief that they had
inherited from their mother. Thus, in spite of the loss
he suffered, Charles grew up in a warm and comfortable
family, loved and secure, exposed to both radical, intellec-
tual discussion and to traditional values. The importance
of these varied influences can be seen throughout his
life, in the ideas he had and in the man he became.

Charles was the fifth
of six children and
his parents’ second
son. This picture
shows Charles aged 7,
with his younger
sister Catherine.
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On Darwin's words

Robert Danwin was rich. and he enjoyed a comjontable way of life and the best of jood.

Chanrles later necalled that his father became “veny conpulent. so that he was the fangest

man whom 9 evex saw.” —not perhaps the way any of ue would wish to be xemembered!
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The Young Man

Charles Darwin started his school career with a short
spell at a local day school. However, like many children
before and after him, he did not really enjoy school and
it was not until he was much older that he began to
take real pleasure in learning and finding out new things.

Charles, like all young men in his social position, was
sent away to boarding school at the age of 7— but only
as far as the local public school, Shrewsbury. He coped
with living away from his family and was close enough
to home for frequent visits. However, the schooling at
Shrewsbury was strictly classical, and Charles found it
extremely disagreeable.

Charles was far happier when he was off with some
friends shooting. He also became very interested in
collecting minerals, bird-watching and, along with his
rather sickly older brother Erasmus, he developed a
passion for chemistry. However, school for Charles
was really not a success, and at the tender age of 16 he
was sent to Edinburgh University to study medicine,
following in the family tradition.

Shrewsbury School, where
Charles Darwin studied,
rather unsuccessfully,
until the age of 16.
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In Danwin's words
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Charles Darwin made the soxt of confession which a school like Shxewsbuny would not

want to hear from such a jamous old boy: “The school as a means of education to me was

simply a blank.”
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