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A voung man, twenty-two years old, stood on the
quarter-deck of the H.M.S. Beagle—a British warship
in the harbor at Plymouth, England. It was the second
day after Christmas, 1831. He had been in the seaport
town for almost two months now, and his restlessness
increased as he waited for the hour when the ship
would finally sail,

The Beagle’s task was to circumnavigate the globe
to obtain more accurate measurements of the earth’s
longitude, or east-west distances. The ship was to sail
south to Brazil to map the South American coast and
then continue around the world. During the next five
years it would be this young man’s job to collect and
study all the animal and plant specimens he could find
wherever the ship landed.

It was a bleak winter afternoon. The young man
watched the dark sky and the angry blue-gray clouds
massed on the eastern horizon. The skies to the south-
east, the direction in which the Beagle would sail,
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seemed even more ominous. He worried: Would yet
another storm keep the ship from her voyage? The
Beagle had been scheduled to leave on November 4th,
but the date had been changed because of high tides
and unfavorable winds. Twice in December the ship
had put out to sea only to be driven back to port by
southeast gales and enormous waves.

The H.M.S. Beagle was a strong seaworthy vessel
that had recently come back from a voyage to Tierra
del Fuego at the southern tip of South America. In
Plymouth she had been completely refitted with a miz-
zenmast, lightning rods, and new sails. There was new
brass everywhere and her original deck wood had been
replaced with strong mahogany.

Besides the young man, there were seventy-one peo-
ple on board, including twelve officers, two surgeons,
six cabin boys, two servants, thirty-four seamen, ten
marines, and a purser. Also aboard were three natives
of Tierra del Fuego and a missionary who was to
accompany them back to their home.

By two o'clock the ship was ready for departure.
The young man’s relatives watched from the wharf as
the officers and crew manned their stations. Finally the
captain’s orders were given, the anchor was weighed,
and the dock lines were cast off. From the wharf came

2



cries of “Safe trip!” and “Godspeed!” The Beagle’s
white sails filled with a steady breeze as she moved
out across the dark water.

The young man waved farewell to his family and
friends, and to England. He did not suspect that his
adventures and discoveries would someday change the
whole history of science. His name was Charles Robert

Darwin, and the voyage of the Beagle was to be one
of the greatest voyages of all time.




Charles Darwin was born in the small English coun-
try town of Shrewsbury on February 12, 180g. His
mother, Susannah, was the daughter of Josiah Wedg-
wood, whose pottery factory was famous throughout
England. Charles’ father, Dr. Robert Darwin, was one
of the most successful and wealthy physicians prac-
ticing outside London,

Shrewsbury stands on a big rocky hill which over-
looks the Severn River. Here, Stone Age hunters once
roamed; here Englishmen had fought off the invading
Romans. The walls of a castle built in the Middle Ages
still stand, reminding people of the town’s great age.

Charles was born in a house called “The Mount,”
which stands on a bank above the town’s river. A large
square structure of Georgian style, it was built by his
father in 1800.

From his earliest days, Charles was a nature lover.
By the time he was six he had amassed a collection of
dozens of plants, nests, insects, and birds” eggs. He was
never happier than when exploring the fields and
woods surrounding The Mount. Almost every day he
would return with a new specimen to show his family.

The first school Charles attended was Mr. Case’s
day school in Shrewsbury. From the first day Charles
hated school. Although he hoped to learn everything
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he could about nature, he did not care for the regular
subjects—Greek and Latin. The woods and streams
were the places he loved, not the classroom.

By the age of ten Charles had gained considerable
knowledge of animals and plants. His powers of obser-
vation had sharpened. Not only could he identify hun-
dreds of insects at sight, but he could tell the ones that
were native to Shrewsbury from those that were not,
And he could identify almost every kind of bird he
saw.,

Charles knew that he wanted to become some kind
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