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1
Bobby

charles darwin was born into Jane Austen’s England. Indeed, his 
family could have stepped 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 equally distinctive qualities. Charles and 
his older brother Erasmus were obliging and sympathetic young men 
full of the easy charm and modest tastes that made Austen’s characters 
stand out in the drawing rooms of local notables. These natural attri-
butes were enhanced by a substantial family fortune. Behind the scenes 
presided Mrs. Darwin, a well-educated woman, at one time a friend of 
the novelist Maria Edgeworth, who now led a retired life, “never quite 
well & never very ill,” according to her sister Sarah.1

Like Austen’s fictional families, the Darwins lived in a market town 
in the English countryside, in their case in Shrewsbury, the county capi-
tal of Shropshire, standing on the River Severn between the manufac-
turing Midlands and the wild, craggy hills of Wales. Farther downstream 
lay William Hazledine’s ironworks, the driving force of the early indus-
trial revolution. Northeast sat the smoking chimneys of the Potteries. 
The town of Shrewsbury was untouched by any sign of industrial 
change: the big black-and-white houses of Tudor wool merchants lined 
the narrow streets leading up to an old marketplace and then to a castle 
and private school for boys while the river and its meadows circled the 
town below. Demographically, it had hardly changed since Daniel Defoe 
visited more than a hundred years earlier: he had found a “large, pleas-
ant, populous, and rich town; full of gentry and yet full of trade too.”2 
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This quiet provincial town enclosed the Darwin family and others like 
them in a self-contained world, defined in social terms by the landed 
gentlefolk of neighboring estates and wealthy manufacturers.

This pleasant costume-drama version of history nevertheless 
obscures the reality of early nineteenth-century life in Britain. Much 
remained unseen by genteel eyes. Rural poverty and dispossession dev-
astated the countryside as new modes of production replaced tradi-
tional labor patterns. The nation’s workforce was crippled by disease, 
famine, emigration, and intense political pushback, while the fortunes 
of the upper classes rested not only on the ownership of land but also 
on the products of colonial investment and trade: plantation crops such 
as sugar, cotton, tea, and lumber produced for two centuries or more by 
the enslavement and transportation of African peoples. By the time of 
Jane Austen’s death in 1817, the nation’s inhabitants were already moving 
into the “grim future of capitalism and the industrial age,” as docu-
mented by Friedrich Engels.

The Darwin family’s financial capital insulated them from these cir-
cumstances. Their status in the neighborhood was high. Activities cen-
tered on the wide-ranging pursuits of Dr. Darwin and his brother-in-law, 
the factory owner Josiah Wedgwood (the second of that name), two 
successful men whose friendship began when their respective fathers 
shared philosophical and commercial interests, then consolidated by 
Dr. Darwin’s marriage to Josiah’s sister Susanna. That earlier generation 
had been famous in their day: Erasmus Darwin was prominent in the 
later years of the eighteenth century as a philosophical and medical 
thinker, noted for his poems about the progress of science and society; 
and the first Josiah Wedgwood was renowned for establishing the china 
factory that carried his name. Together, they energized the industrial 
revolution.3 While Charles Darwin later claimed that he gained nothing 
from his two eminent grandfathers, the record shows quite the reverse, 
although not perhaps in the way Darwin meant it. If nothing else, these 
two figures provided him with social status and financial security, along 
with a vigorous mind just like theirs.

Thirty years later, at home in the Darwin-Wedgwood family circle, 
the ambience was undeniably elitist: leisured, cultured, and learned. 
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There was a regular round of letters to write, newspapers to read, coun-
try walks, sewing, and horse riding, punctuated by visits to cousins and 
music festivals in nearby towns. In conversation, the Darwins and 
Wedgwoods felt themselves to be socially progressive, males and fe-
males alike, with views that were liberal in political terms, full of civic 
commitment and rational engagement. Several members of the ex-
tended family adopted skeptical views about religion, while others 
leaned toward Unitarianism, the least demanding wing of the Protestant 
faith, a social identity that linked them with other families of their kind, 
a shared heritage rather than a fervent faith. Politically, they supported 
the Whig party, the faction in Parliament that promoted the interests of 
merchants in developing free trade and reform to the voting system. 
High on the Whig agenda was the abolition of slavery.4 Everyone in the 
family passionately supported emancipation.5 Science—or natural phi-
losophy, as it was then called—was very much a part of this culture. 
Fireside discussions could easily range from current affairs to anatomi-
cal discoveries or new pottery designs. The Darwin family was up-to-
date with contemporary medical, technological, and scientific thought. 
They read the periodicals of the day and were familiar with the rapidly 
diversifying manufacturing economy of Great Britain. When talk on 
these subjects was exhausted, one or another of the sisters would read 
novels or enlightening literature aloud.

This socially secure and forward-looking family lived in a period of 
extraordinary change in Britain—in politics, art and literature, science, 
agriculture, industry, and trade. From the time of American 
independence to the trial of Queen Caroline in 1820, there were hardly 
any other years in British history so full of international engagement, 
political crusades, and commercial expansion: revolution and terror in 
Paris at the turn of the century, the long-drawn-out wars with Napole-
onic France, grain riots, crippling taxes, “gagging bills” in Parliament, 
deep-seated antagonisms between rich and poor, and always the shame-
ful exploitation of enslaved peoples.6 At the same time, innovative tech-
nologies were transforming the national economy: factories and mills 
sprouted deep in the backbones of England and Scotland; iron, coal, 
textile, and pottery works marched through the Midlands; canals, roads, 
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and bridges sliced the land; close-packed houses in terraced streets 
began altering the face of towns such as Birmingham, Derby, and New-
castle. These early capitalist concerns stood witness to a machine-based 
future. Britain was becoming the first industrial nation, a Prometheus 
unbound.7

Few families were so well poised to take advantage of the transform-
ing world as the Darwins of Shrewsbury.

•

Charles Robert Darwin was born in Shrewsbury on February 12, 1809, 
the fifth child of Susanna and Robert Waring Darwin of The Mount, a 
large Georgian house overlooking the bend in the River Severn.8 In one 
of those odd moments of history, Abraham Lincoln was born on the 
same day, a curious coincidence. Alfred Lord Tennyson and William 
Gladstone were born a few months later. The boy’s father was a prosper-
ous physician, one of three practicing in Shrewsbury, his mother the 
oldest daughter of Josiah Wedgwood. As a youngster, he was called 
“Bobby.”

The Wedgwood connection and Dr. Darwin’s medical success gave an 
indisputably affluent gloss to the couple’s position in Shrewsbury society. 
Susanna Wedgwood brought financial capital to the marriage, invested 
on her behalf as an eventual inheritance for any children. The new 
Mrs. Darwin’s assets included a stake in the Etruria Works and an inheri-
tance of £25,000 on the death of her father in 1795.9 Some of this capital 
went into agricultural land: Dr. Darwin purchased two farms in Lincoln-
shire and rented them out to tenants at a profit. The rest went into shares 
in the developing transport systems of the era, principally canals.10 Other 
income came from Dr. Darwin’s private financial arrangements with 
local gentlemen. Robert Darwin acted as a personal banker at a time 
when financial institutions were unreliable and not yet governed by laws 
to protect investors.11 He favored loans, or what he thought of as mort-
gages, a straightforward device for people to borrow cash 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 decades, this kind 
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of paper wealth—as distinct from older forms of wealth based on land—
became a crucial element in supporting new industrial concerns.12 
Dr. Darwin grew rich. Charles Darwin—later to become a shrewd econ-
omist of the natural world—was to grow up in a household tastefully 
adorned with the results of accumulation and profit.13

The risks, however, were as great as the profits were enticing. 
Dr. Darwin had been careful. Arriving in Shrewsbury in 1787 with medi-
cal degrees from Edinburgh and Leiden and two small inheritances 
from his mother and an aunt, he first put his capital into housing, buy-
ing the freehold of several row houses in the town. The story that there 
was only £20 in his pocket is probably apocryphal though apt enough 
in its implied recognition of his ability to prosper. Then, using the 

1. Dr. Robert Darwin, the largest man Charles ever saw. 
His financial activities made the family rich. Mezzotint 
after J. Pardon, 1839.
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income from rents, he began to invest in some of the bigger commercial 
ventures of the age, particularly the construction of roads and canals. He 
was, for example, a major stockholder in the Trent and Mersey Canal that 
ran past the Wedgwood factory, set up by his father-in-law to distribute 
chinaware securely along a network of inland waterways, and also an 
investor in the Holyhead Road, built by the engineer Thomas Telford to 
serve as a central artery across Britain, both of which opened up the 
manufacturing areas of Britain for trade. Telford, who lived in Shrews-
bury for a while, undoubtedly knew his backer by repute, if not person-
ally, and may have provided him with other entrepreneurial investment 
opportunities. Dr. Darwin seems to have been keen on infrastructure. 
Later on, he supported the Ellesmere Canal that linked the river systems 
of northwest England and the cast-iron bridges spanning the Conwy and 
the Menai Straits marking the culmination of Telford’s career.14 More 
than once, he lent Susanna’s brother, the second Josiah Wedgwood, sub-
stantial sums to steady the accounts of the family company.

Only a third of Dr. Darwin’s annual income therefore came from 
medical fees: about £3,000 in a good year.15 By the time the doctor died 
in 1848, he was worth a great deal, even excluding his wife’s inheritance 
and marriage bond. Dr. Darwin’s probate amounted to £223,759.16 For 
comparison, the estate of his brother-in-law, the second Josiah Wedgwood, 
came to £150,000. Roughly comparable again, the estate of Robert Owen, 
relating to the factory town of New Lanark, amounted to £128,000. It 
was not said lightly that Robert Darwin 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. He purchased seven acres of land overlooking 
the town and laid out gardens, terraces, and walks.17 The Mount was 
finished in 1800, and there Susanna and Robert Waring Darwin lived for 
the rest of their lives.

•

Into this affluent household came Charles Darwin, a gray-eyed child, 
quiet and friendly. His most prominent feature, he later said, was a nose 
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“as big as your fist,” as he plaintively wrote to a school friend. Like his 
father (and apparently grandfather Darwin as well), he tended to stam-
mer, 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.18

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 school friend, thought the 
nine-year-old Darwin entirely ordinary: no obvious candidate for sub-
sequent achievement. “In figure he was bulky and heavy-looking and 
did not then manifest any particular powers of mind.”19 His occupations 
at home consisted of such things as lying underneath the dining room 
table reading Robinson Crusoe.20 Even Darwin agreed that “I must have 
been a very simple little fellow.”

He was surrounded by family affection. Three sisters and a brother 
preceded him. Marianne, the eldest, was nearly eleven years his senior, an 
inhabitant of another universe for a small child, but she enjoyed a warm 
relationship with him despite the age gap. She married a local doctor, 
Henry Parker, in 1824. Caroline and Susan were nine and six years older 
than Charles, respectively. Then came his brother Erasmus, born in 1804. 
One year after Charles’s birth, in 1810, another girl was born, named Emily 
Catherine, usually called Catherine. The two youngest children were 
often paired together, in the way of large families. Aged six and seven, they 
posed for a charming pastel portrait made in 1816 by the fashionable artist 
Ellen Sharples, whose father was noted for portraits of some of the 
founders of the United States. Sharples drew matching portraits of other 
members of the family. The “sisterhood,” as Charles dubbed them, was 
central to his early life and filled a large part of his heart.

The rest of his heart was dedicated to Erasmus Alvey Darwin, almost 
five years older than he, of whom a school friend wrote that “a more 
thoroughly honorable and excellent a man never lived.”21 The boys were 
close. As adults they were alike in their powerful intellects, retentive 
memories, and delicate 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. 
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They shared the same wide-ranging—often acerbic—views on science, 
politics, literature, and theology.

Where Charles Darwin differed from his brother Erasmus was in de-
termination and physical energy. Erasmus eventually idled away his 
bachelor existence on a private income in London, his lazy charm 
sought out by Jane Carlyle and Fanny Mackintosh Wedgwood as well 
as the author Harriet Martineau, quite the opposite of his brother, who 
came to do nothing but work. Some of Charles Darwin’s dogged persis
tence can perhaps be attributed to the efforts of a younger brother to 
match what he believed were the natural gifts of the older. Curiously few 
studies of Darwin’s life have done justice to his feelings for Erasmus.

2. Charles and his younger sister Catherine, a pastel drawing by 
Ellen Sharples, 1816.
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At the age of eight, Darwin was sent to be tutored by the Reverend 
George Case, a Unitarian minister in Shrewsbury whose chapel meet-
ings were attended by his mother and the older girls. Dr. Darwin did not 
attend any church except for formal events such as marriages and funer-
als. Unitarianism was a relatively recent wing of the Protestant faith, 
established by mathematical philosophers in the eighteenth century 
who could not easily accept the conventional Christian trinity of Father, 
Son, and Holy Ghost, and for that reason was adopted as a compromise 
by many rationalists.22 Unitarians posited that the deity was a single 
entity, a point of view often criticized as a first step toward nonbelief. 
Darwin family anecdote had it that Unitarianism was a featherbed to 
catch a falling Christian. Across the Darwin-Wedgwood circle, however, 
there was a broader spectrum of religious opinion than this might sug-
gest, ranging from evangelicalism in outer branches of the clan to the 
predominantly secular frame of mind shown by Dr. Darwin and his 
sons. Along the way, the extended family included an Anglican clergy-
man or two. Such a range of view was not solely the prerogative of the 
men among the family: one of the Wedgwood aunts was notorious 
among the family for her religious skepticism. The Darwin family did 
not persist in their preference for Unitarianism and were nominally 
members of the established Anglican church.

Darwin’s childhood interests were based on the outdoor activities of 
the country gentry. He learned to ride ponies and to shoot and fish. He 
collected colored 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 obedi-
ently watered by him on other occasions at his sisters’ command.

His own recollection of these activities misses some of the strange 
intensity of his amusements. He was an avid collector from a very early 
age, giving undivided attention to accumulating any kind of object, 
ranging from birds’ eggs to the wax seals that came on letters: “The pas-
sion 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 afterward: “I had thus young formed a strong 
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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 recol-
lect 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.”23 In a laborious nine-year-old hand, he wrote his own la-
bels for his collection: “A piece of tile found in Wenlock Abi. C. Darwin, 
January 23, 1819.”24

•

Dr. Darwin was wealthy enough to indulge an interest in gardening and 
laid out an extensive garden. He also built a hothouse for scented plants, 
succulents, and bulbs. Nine orange trees in pots, azaleas, camellias, 
ferns, and specimen primulas were all listed when the contents of the 
family home were dispersed by auction in 1866. The doctor, moreover, 
had an intelligent, scientific concern in the turning of the seasons di-
rectly modeled on Gilbert White’s account of Selborne (1789) and kept 
a garden book in which the first flowering or leafing of each plant was 
recorded in tandem with the daily temperature and weather. Young 
Charles was occasionally involved with observing and recording these 
details. “Papa asked me to do this,” he recorded in a childish, misspelled 
script. “Ther was in year 1819, 160 flower on the Poenies [Peonies]. In 
the year 1820, 384 flower. In the year 1821, 363 flower.”25

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 traveling between medical calls. With his prodigious 
memory prompting anecdotes on every road leading out of Shrewsbury, 
a gift for expansive talk and speculation, and acute powers of observa-
tion, Dr. Darwin was an impressive figure in the boy’s eyes. Any conver-
sational gaps were filled by Charles “telling him of my lessons, & seeing 
game & other wild birds, which was a great delight to me.”26
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Nothing in this period suggests that Dr. Darwin was an oppressive 
father, as has occasionally been suggested.27 He was stern, certainly, 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.” An-
other niece was more charitable. “My uncle, Dr Robert Darwin, was a 
tall, very large man, weighing more than 20 stone [280 pounds], but 
wonderfully active for his size and very fond of his garden. He was ex-
tremely cheerful and agreeable, full of amusing anecdotes and consid-
ered a very clever doctor.”28 Her view was echoed by William Owen, 
one of Dr. Darwin’s landowning contemporaries in Shropshire. “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 re-
specting & loving him.”29

Accordingly, Charles Darwin was sincere, if sentimental, when he 
described his father as the “kindest man I ever knew.” Dr. Darwin’s chief 
characteristics, he remembered, were his powers of observation and his 
sympathy, “neither of which have I ever seen exceeded or even equalled.” 
Much later on, whenever he began a sentence with the words “My father 
thought” or “My father said,” his wife and children knew that whatever 
would follow was incontrovertible.30 It was admiration, not antagonism, 
that linked father and son together throughout life.

•

This steady boyhood existence did not go completely unmarked. Trag-
edy swept in when his mother Susanna died in 1817. Charles was eight 
years old.

Chronic ill health was endemic to the Wedgwood family, and Su-
sanna, aged fifty-two, suffered from what was then called rheumatic 
fever and headaches for years after her marriage, some of them abjectly 
chronicled in letters to her sisters. She traveled to Bath and other spa 
towns to take the waters and for a period tried sea bathing as a remedy. 
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Like her own mother, Sarah Allen Wedgwood, who had married the 
first Josiah Wedgwood in 1764, and her brother Tom, who died in 1805 
of opium addition exacerbated by intestinal maladies, she was always ill. 
“Everyone seems young but me,” she complained in 1815.31

This time it was different. In July she was taken ill with violent stom-
ach pains. Two days into the attack, it seemed clear to Dr. Darwin that 
she could not survive. Susanna’s sister Kitty Wedgwood was summoned 
to Shrewsbury at short notice.

“It is impossible to have a worse account than I have to give,” Kitty 
wrote to another sister in Staffordshire:

The Dr has not the slightest hope & her suffering is terrible. The pain 
indeed is gone that was her first illness, but she has such severe vomit-
tings, and sickness that he says he does not think her suffering much 
lessened. . . . ​This evening she is worse, & he is very wretched. Still 
though so exceedingly feeble, she has such a tenaciousness of life, 
that he fears she may suffer for some time. . . . ​Her senses are as per-
fect as ever. From feebleness she can hardly speak. She has not seen 
any of the children but Marianne & Caroline since Friday.32

She died of what may have been peritonitis about twenty-four hours 
later. There was at that time no requirement for a certificate stating the 
immediate medical cause.

As a mature man, Charles Darwin remembered very little about her 
death, writing candidly that “I recollect my mother’s gown & scarcely 
anything of her appearance. Except one or two walks with her I have no 
distinct remembrance of any conversations, & those only of a very triv-
ial nature.—I remember her saying ‘if she did ask me to do something, 
which I said she had, it was solely for my good.’ ”33

It must have been heartbreakingly confusing for an eight-year-old and 
surely pushed into the shadows of an unformed mind. Many years later, 
he was puzzled to hear that his younger sister Catherine, aged only seven, 
recollected almost all the circumstances. “When my mother died, I was 
8 & ½ old—& she [Catherine] one year less, yet she remembers all par
ticular & events of each day, whilst I scarcely recollect anything, except 
being sent for—memory of going into her room, my Father meeting us 
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crying afterwards.—”34 He never wrote down what Catherine told him. 
Darwin must have suppressed all but the most rudimentary memory of 
his mother’s death, the first compelling occasion in a life spent struggling 
with the desire to push unpleasant things to one side.

Dr. Darwin never married again. Yet Charles Darwin, only eight years 
old, did not remain completely motherless. Her place was filled by the two 
older sisters who lived at home: Caroline and Susan. Caroline loved him 
dearly and took him under her wing. She ensured Darwin’s continuing 
education and that he knew his Bible. She took him to church at St. Chad’s, 
the Anglican parish church on the outskirts of Shrewsbury where the sib-
lings had been baptized and where Susanna Darwin was buried. She 
fondly called him “my dear Bobby” or “dearest Charley” in letters and 
gave him news about the family dog. And it was Caroline who featured in 
one of Darwin’s earliest memories, in which he described sitting on her 
lap while she peeled an orange out of the hothouse for him.35

The legacy of this death may have manifested in other ways. Eventu-
ally, it undoubtedly influenced the kind of woman that Darwin sought 
out as a wife, swayed by fondness for his sisters rather than memories 
of an absent mother. Rather more disturbingly, Darwin also came to 
worry that his continual ill health as an adult and the weaknesses of his 
children were inherited from his mother and her side of the family. The 
possibility of hereditary disease became in his mind a terrifying threat 
that could bring a fatal attack to any of his loved ones. Constant preoc-
cupation with the state of his “accursed stomach” through the long 
decades of middle life carried with it the unspoken anxiety that he or 
one of his children might die from the same inexplicable complaint as 
his own mother. Perhaps the way his mother died delivered the blow 
from which Darwin never quite recovered.

•

At the age of nine, Darwin was sent away from home to Shrewsbury 
School in the center of town. The plan had been formulated before Su-
sanna Darwin died, and Dr. Darwin saw no reason to change it. Erasmus 
had made the move three years earlier at much the same age. It was 
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customary for boys in the prosperous classes to attend private schools 
of this kind that required them to reside on the premises and be edu-
cated in classical literature.

Still, the impact of a formal divorce from home can hardly be over-
estimated. Going away to boarding school was bad enough for any small 
boy, even worse for one who had just lost his mother, and may well have 
been a critical personal turning point. School separated Darwin from 
his home environment at the very time he needed it most. Furthermore, 
the school in itself was unpleasant. For these reasons Darwin never 
displayed any of the affectionate regard that many grown Englishmen 
retain for their school days.

The headmaster was Samuel Butler, who was fictionally portrayed by 
his grandson as Dr. Skinner of Roughborough School in The Way of All 
Flesh. In real life, the premises were woefully inadequate: Younger boys 
slept in a long attic gallery above the library, with chamber pots under 
their iron-framed beds. The sanitary arrangements, as Darwin later de-
scribed them, left a lot to be desired: “There was one particular long 
dormitory in which 20 or 30 boys slept in which there was only a single 
window at the end.” Sixty years later the thought of the “atrocious smell 
of that room in the morning” could still turn his stomach.36 School food 
was so unpleasant that most parents supplied their children with baskets 
of meat, fruit, and pies, which encouraged a hidden market in goods and 
favors. Liquor was much in evidence. Older pupils sometimes threat-
ened each other with loaded pistols and fought with local boys down 
by the river.37

Nothing could have been worse for the development of my mind than 
Dr. Butler’s school, as it was strictly classical, nothing else being taught 
except a little ancient geography and history. The school as a means of 
education to me was simply a blank. During my whole life I have been 
singularly incapable of mastering any language. Especial attention was 
paid to verse-making, and this I could never do well. I had many 
friends, and got together a grand collection of old verses, which by 
patching together, sometimes aided by other boys, I could work into 
any subject. Much attention was paid to learning by heart the lessons 
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of the previous day; this I could effect with great facility learning forty 
or fifty lines of Virgil or Homer, whilst I was in morning chapel; but 
this exercise was utterly useless, for every verse was forgotten in forty-
eight hours. I was not idle, and with the exception of versification, 
generally worked conscientiously at my classics, not using cribs. The 
sole pleasure I ever received from such studies, was from some of the 
odes of Horace, which I admired greatly. When I left the school I was 
for my age neither high nor low in it; and I believe that I was consid-
ered by all my masters and by my Father as a very ordinary boy, rather 
below the common standard in intellect.38

Forced into a straitjacket of classical learning and physically sepa-
rated from the security of family surroundings, Darwin was plainly un-
happy at school. One means of escape was going home. Since the dis-
tance from school to The Mount was little more than a mile, across the 
river and up the hill, he sometimes played truant and ran there after the 
evening roll call. The sense of freedom was very real on these occasions. 
The familiar aura of The Mount, with his sisters looking up from their 
books and Spark the black-and-white mongrel (“dear little black nose”) 
welcoming him noisily in the yard, reflected a world achingly apart from 
boarding school. Both at the time and much later on, Darwin believed 
these brief connections with home helped him come to terms with long 
periods away from the family. “This I think was in many ways advanta-
geous to me by keeping up home affections and interests.”39

Childish fear accompanied the pleasure. He needed to run fast to get 
back before the final lockup for the night, since expulsion loomed if he 
failed. When in doubt, he panted out earnest requests to God to help 
him. “I well remember that I attributed my success to the prayers and 
not to my quick running, and marvelled how generally I was aided.”40

•

Erasmus was by far the most important figure in Darwin’s expanding 
horizons during this period. In his school days, Erasmus devoted him-
self to chemistry, a passion that ran in his combined Wedgwood and 
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Darwin blood. Charles came to love the subject just as fervently. To-
gether they planned and equipped what they were pleased to call their 
“Laboratory”: in their imagination the finest of experimental centers 
although in actuality little more than an unused room in the outbuild-
ings of The Mount.

The Lab possessed a range of chemical apparatus restricted only by 
the boys’ ability to “milk the cow,” a way of referring to their father’s 
tightly fastened pockets, and expensive glassware was the subject of 
much discussion between them as to the advantages of this or that shape 
of jar. They invested in an Argand lamp, the main means at that time for 
supplying a flame for heating chemicals. Uncle Josiah Wedgwood sent 
them some fireproof china dishes—a Wedgwood patent—and an im-
pressive industrial thermometer. The Lab also boasted a blowpipe of 
primitive specifications and equipment for measuring liquids.41

As their interests developed to include the chemical analysis of min-
erals and crystallography, Erasmus managed to buy a goniometer (an 
instrument to measure angles). When a windfall of £10 from an aunt 
arrived, he could hardly decide between a plethora of conflicting 

3. Shrewsbury from the Welsh Bridge. The castle and Shrewsbury School can 
be seen.
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desires: it was too much to hope for an air pump, although he longed to 
perform experiments in the vacuum that this could produce. As soon 
as he was master of his own financial account with Dr. Darwin, he spent 
£8.10 shillings on chemical items: a huge sum for the time, which 
Dr. Darwin solemnly warned should not happen again. There were no 
further scientific extravagances until Erasmus left home for Cambridge 
University in 1822.

The subject was not at all unusual for a pair of schoolboys to take up 
in the 1820s. The great practical and theoretical changes in contemporary 
science were capturing the imaginations of people from all walks of life, 
aided by plenty of popular literature. Chemistry seemed to the boys to 
be the most awe-inspiring, the most visionary of the sciences, where 
practitioners delved into a world of unseen elements in search of the 
composition of matter. To study chemical properties was to catch at the 
ultimate forces of nature itself. Moreover, their paternal and maternal 
grandfathers had also been deeply interested in the field, the one cele-
brated for writing about the progress of chemical technologies and the 
other applying chemical knowledge in his quest for a perfect glaze and 
suitable combinations of clays for chinaware. As well as conducting his 
own experiments, Wedgwood organized a subscription fund to support 
Joseph Priestley’s innovative chemical research, supplying him with 
equipment from the family manufactory.42

The Darwin brothers were primarily interested in determining the 
composition of commonplace chemical substances, mostly by produc-
ing “calxes,” or oxides. The procedure was laid out in William Henry’s 
Elements of Experimental Chemistry (1819), a textbook known for its ex-
position of John Dalton’s work on atomic structure and mentioned by 
the boys several times as being in their possession.43 They analyzed any 
interesting minerals they could obtain or the metallic residues in coins 
and various domestic materials such as macerated tea leaves, inter-
spersed with the purchase of compounds that could be purified by crys-
tallization into their constituent elements. Some of these raw materials 
were given to them by friends and relatives once their hobby became 
known. Mostly it was Thomas Blunt, the local pharmacist and dispens-
ing apothecary, who supplied small samples of different substances for 
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their research. Already known to the boys through Dr. Darwin’s medical 
practice, Blunt was thought by them to be the best chemist in the world.

The significance of these first chemical experiences can easily be 
overlooked when considering the eventual sweep of Darwin’s intellec-
tual trajectory. Yet he was here establishing the footing for a lifetime in 
investigative science.

•

When Erasmus finished school in 1822 and went to Cambridge Univer-
sity to study medicine, Darwin dutifully carried on the affairs of the Lab, 
performing experiments and analyses in the school holidays at his 
brother’s long-distance instruction and following up his own interests.

The niceties of experimental work were very appealing to him. He 
usually heated substances over an open flame until they bubbled or dis-
solved, always an attractive part of the chemical armory. Some samples 
probably exploded. Work with acids was just as gratifying in its visual 
effects. He loved the gadgets of chemistry, the precise measurements, 
the delight of equipment, and he thoroughly enjoyed the manipulations 
that were required to make an investigation come right. He was always 
on the lookout for bits and pieces for investigations, borrowing things 
from the kitchen or garden storerooms or persuading a sister to give up 
sewing needles for some essential project. One sorry entry in the doc-
tor’s account book shows how Charles was obliged to pay Nancy, the 
nursery nurse, the sum of ten shillings “on account of the loss of her 
brother’s tools.” These homemade improvisations were regarded by 
Darwin as more than equal to any shop-bought item, and he was never 
as content as when fiddling about trying to make ends meet in an ap-
propriate instrument.

His chemical activities continued at school. A school friend recorded 
that Darwin “spent some time, most evenings, with a blow-pipe at the 
gas-light in our bedroom.”44 Since this meant puffing air by mouth 
through a brass tube into the raw flame and balancing chemicals in his 
free hand, ready to insert them into the gas at a suitable moment, the 
friend was rather casual about the possible dangers. While Erasmus was 
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called “Bones” because of the medicines prescribed by Dr. Darwin to 
strengthen his lanky frame, Charles was for a time “Gas” to the other 
boys.45 He only stopped these investigations after receiving a public 
rebuke from the headmaster accompanied by a pull on his ears. “He 
called me very unjustly a ‘poco curante,’ and as I did not understand 
what he meant it seemed to me a fearful reproach.”46

Though friends and sisters laughed at the boys’ enthusiasms, 
Dr. Darwin sympathized. He had more than a passing knowledge of the 
subject himself: he had attended the famous chemist Joseph Black’s lec-
tures during his days as a medical student in Edinburgh and briefly 
lodged with Black for private tuition. The young doctor’s graduation 
thesis on the physiology of color perception was partly explored with 
Black’s chemical teaching in mind.47

Dr. Darwin consequently reacted with equanimity to the news from 
Shrewsbury School that his younger son was not much of a classical 
scholar. From Charles’s obvious scientific interests and the pleasant 
hours shared in the garden and carriage, he could see it was Butler’s 
emphasis on traditional learning that was generating indifference.

The idea that he should remove the boy from school began to take 
root. He leaned to the view that Charles was best suited to become a 
doctor rather than any other kind of learned gentleman: a doctor like 
himself and his father before him and as he intended Erasmus to be. As 
a physician, he must have reasoned, Charles could direct his mind to 
useful ends; he could carry on collecting natural history specimens and 
enjoy an adult life much like his own, surrounded by plants, books, 
children, and the material goods of a cultivated medical man well situ-
ated in provincial English society.

None of these thoughts would necessarily have led to action had not 
Erasmus been due to leave Cambridge University in 1825. Erasmus 
needed to attend courses at an authorized medical school to fulfill the 
requirements for an M.B. degree. It was this, more than anything, that 
brought Dr. Darwin to a firm decision: he would take Charles away 
from school earlier than usual and send him with his brother to Edin-
burgh Medical School. Erasmus could take the requisite courses and 
study for the qualifications necessary for medical practice. The boy 
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Charles could keep Erasmus company, attend a few of the less special-
ized courses, and stay on until he was old enough to begin his own 
medical degree. The two would lodge and work together, keeping each 
other up to the mark.

And so, on June 17, 1825, at the age of sixteen, Darwin left Shrewsbury 
School: “for ever,” as he gratefully put it. The Edinburgh scheme 
sounded like a wonderful improvement. Erasmus was equally pleased. 
“Are you making any plans with regard to Edinbororough [sic]?” he 
asked Charles in a letter: “any nice little stony excursions? We’ll have 
rare fun in planning if we dont have any in performing them. I’ve made 
five hundred for my share. How shall you fancy going there by sea? it is 
a 14 hour’s passage from Liverpool to Glasgow. We can stay a day or two 
at ye Ile of Man if either of us feel inclined to give up the ghost [i.e., to 
be seasick], which wont be very unlikely I think. I shall be down in 
about 3 weeks & then Gracious Heavens! how you will chatter but.”48 
Symbolic of the new life about to begin, it seems that around this time 
his sisters stopped calling him “Bobby.”

The only cloud on the horizon as far as Charles could see was that if 
they both went away, Spark the dog might go to Marianne now that she 
was married and had a home of her own.
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