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a b s t r a c t
For decades historians of science and science writers in general have maintained that Charles Darwin was
not the ‘naturalist’ or ‘ofﬁcial naturalist’ during the 1831–1836 surveying voyage of HMS Beagle but
instead Captain Robert FitzRoy’s ‘companion’, ‘gentleman companion’ or ‘dining companion’. That is, Darwin was primarily the captain’s social companion and only secondarily and unofﬁcially naturalist.
Instead, it is usually maintained, the ship’s surgeon Robert McCormick was the ofﬁcial naturalist because
this was the default or ofﬁcial practice at the time. Although these views have been repeated in countless
accounts of Darwin’s life, this essay aims to show that they are incorrect.
Ó 2013 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
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1. Introduction
The voyage of the Beagle remains one of the most important
and famous scientiﬁc expeditions in history. Yet recent historians and science writers in general are unanimous that the most
famous member of the expedition, Charles Darwin, was not in
fact the ofﬁcial naturalist to the expedition, but instead the captain’s companion. This essay will demonstrate why this view is
incorrect.
Most historians of science will be highly suspicious of the
argument of this essay. The ‘companion’ interpretation is held
to be an established correction to old-fashioned historical narratives. All trainee historians of science are taught a number of
these corrections, in this case the once traditional view that Darwin was simply the Beagle’s naturalist. Another example is the
traditional belief that Darwin discovered evolution while in the
Galapagos islands when he observed the beaks of the ﬁnches.
All historians of nineteenth-century science now know this view
was refuted by Frank Sulloway.1 Hence in seeking to contradict
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one of these ﬁeld-deﬁning refutations I anticipate my readers will
be more than a little sceptical. The ‘companion’ interpretation has,
after all, opened up the history of the Beagle voyage and Darwin’s
biography to more socially informed and contextually enriched
analyses.
My belief in the ‘companion’ view, which I have long subscribed
to like other Darwin scholars, was shaken by the careful analysis and
arguments in Keith Thompson’s book HMS Beagle.2 During subsequent research on the Beagle voyage3 I was puzzled by the quantity
and consistency of primary documents which referred to and treated
Darwin as the naturalist on the Beagle. The discrepancy between the
primary documents and modern historiography spurred me to investigate these issues further. As so often the surviving evidence is incomplete and has to be carefully sifted in order to wrest from it an answer
to a question never imagined by the historical actors. Thompson’s
objections to the ‘companion’ view can be further strengthened.
And, as the ‘companion’ view continues to be repeated without question throughout the voluminous scholarly and popular literature on
Darwin, a dedicated re-analysis of the question is long overdue.
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2. How Darwin became ‘unofﬁcial’ naturalist
In the earliest literature Darwin was referred to as the Beagle’s
‘naturalist’. Most famously, The origin of species (1859) opens with
the words ‘When on board H.M.S. ‘Beagle,’ as naturalist . . . ’.4 In his
Autobiography, ﬁrst published in expurgated form in 1887, Darwin
wrote ‘I joined the Beagle as naturalist’ and ‘On returning home from
my short geological tour in North Wales, I found a letter from Henslow, informing me that Captain Fitz-Roy was willing to give up part
of his own cabin to any young man who would volunteer to go with
him without pay as naturalist to the Voyage of the Beagle.’5 Also in
Life and letters (1887) Francis Darwin wrote ‘ . . . [Darwin] received
the offer of appointment as Naturalist to the Beagle.’6 In the 1940s
Nora Barlow, in her pioneering work on the voyage, wrote ‘The story
of how Charles Darwin came to be entered on the books of H.M.S.
Beagle as naturalist on the long voyage of circumnavigation has often been told.’7
The ﬁrst reference to Darwin as ‘ofﬁcial naturalist’ in print was
at least as early as 1914 though the phrase did not became at all
common until the 1950s.8 The advent of Darwin as ‘unofﬁcial naturalist’ came in a 1969 article by Jacob W. Gruber. Gruber’s article deserves closer scrutiny to see how this signiﬁcant change of historical
interpretation was established. Gruber argued that: ‘ . . . Darwin was
not, in fact, the only naturalist to the Beagle; that he was a kind of
functional ‘supercargo’ whose ultimate contributions far exceeded
any prior expectations; and that the position of naturalist was initially ﬁlled, and probably ofﬁcially, by the expedition’s surgeon, Robert McCormick who, in assuming the position, was acting within a
developing tradition of governmentally sponsored scientiﬁc
research.’9
Gruber used the term ‘unofﬁcial’ naturalist to describe Darwin.
However the only evidence Gruber provided for Darwin being, in
fact, ‘unofﬁcial’ was the long-overlooked possibility that the ship’s
surgeon, Robert McCormick (1800–1890), might have been the
ofﬁcial naturalist because of a ‘developing tradition’, until McCormick left the expedition in April 1832. Gruber argued that it was
normally the case in the early nineteenth century that a ship’s surgeon was the ofﬁcial naturalist. Hence, by this reasoning, McCormick, and not Darwin, was the ofﬁcial naturalist on the Beagle.
Gruber concluded that ‘Darwin’s position on board the Beagle, then,
was essentially that of a private passenger and companion to the
Captain whose presence had ofﬁcial sanction, but whose role was
an anomalous one.’10 Since Gruber’s article, and on its authority,
McCormick is routinely referred to as the ‘ofﬁcial naturalist’ of the
Beagle.11
However what remained unsubstantiated by Gruber and subsequent writers is this: if the ship’s surgeon was normally the naturalist, was this speciﬁcally the case on the Beagle or not? Clearly
so speciﬁc a conclusion as to whether McCormick or Darwin was
the naturalist must have more evidence than a generalization
about what was normally the case. To my knowledge no evidence

has been presented that McCormick actually was, at any stage,
termed the naturalist on the Beagle. In fact, it will be shown below
that even the general statement that a ship’s surgeon was by default the ofﬁcial naturalist, despite many repetitions by historians
of science, is simply incorrect. It is correct to say that a ship’s surgeon was often the naturalist, but this was by no means the default
position or Admiralty policy as will be shown below.
Indeed there are good reasons to conclude that McCormick was
not the Beagle’s naturalist. Captain FitzRoy, in a 16 November 1837
letter of remonstrance to Darwin after the voyage for not acknowledging the generous assistance of the ofﬁcers of the Beagle, reminded Darwin: ‘Perhaps you are not aware that the ship which
carried us safely was the ﬁrst employed in exploring and surveying
whose Ofﬁcers were not ordered to collect—and were therefore at
liberty to keep the best of all—nay, all their specimens for themselves.’12 That is, according to FitzRoy, the Beagle’s orders were unique in that no ofﬁcer, which includes the surgeon, was ordered to
collect natural history specimens. Why did the Beagle have such unique orders? It seems plausible that it was because the Admiralty
sanctioned Darwin to travel in the capacity of naturalist (see below).
Furthermore, the particular terms of Darwin’s appointment may explain why he was not speciﬁcally named in the ship’s instructions.13
Secondly, McCormick’s replacement as surgeon, Benjamin Bynoe (1804–1865) was never and is never referred to as the ‘ofﬁcial’
naturalist and no evidence has been found to suggest that he was.
Yet if McCormick was the ofﬁcial surgeon-naturalist why would
not his successor to the post of surgeon also be the ofﬁcial naturalist? The surgeons on the ships Adventure and Beagle on the ﬁrst
voyage (1826–1830), J. Tarn and E. Bowen, were also not called
naturalists. Also aboard the Adventure was J. Anderson a ‘Botanical
Collector’.14 So there were two ship’s surgeons on the ﬁrst voyage of
the Beagle and two ship’s surgeons during her second voyage never
referred to as naturalists, though clearly they and other ofﬁcers
made natural history collections.
Several writers have argued that McCormick’s interest in natural history collecting shows that he was or believed himself to be
the ‘ofﬁcial’ naturalist of the voyage.15 It is important to stress that
no historical evidence referring to McCormick as the naturalist has
ever been presented. Natural history collecting on the Beagle was
not limited to surgeons or Darwin. In addition to Darwin, we know
that FitzRoy, Bynoe, Lieutenant Bartholomew James Sulivan, Assistant surgeon William Kent, Darwin’s servant Syms Covington, FitzRoy’s personal steward Harry Fuller, ship’s clerk Edward Hellyer
and probably other ofﬁcers and crew made natural history
collections.16
FitzRoy recollected that it was during the ﬁrst voyage (on board
a ship with a surgeon) that he experienced the following
desideratum:
There may be metal in many of the Fuegian mountains, and I
much regret that no person in the vessel was skilled in mineralogy, or at all acquainted with geology. It is a pity that so good
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an opportunity of ascertaining the nature of the rocks and
earths of these regions should have been almost lost.
‘I could not avoid often thinking of the talent and experience
required for such scientiﬁc researches, of which we were wholly
destitute; and inwardly resolving, that if ever I left England
again on a similar expedition, I would endeavour to carry out
a person qualiﬁed to examine the land; while the ofﬁcers, and
myself, would attend to hydrography.’17
If FitzRoy felt this need in the presence of a ship’s surgeon (or surgeon-naturalist) then surely the role he envisioned, and later ﬁlled
by Darwin, was for someone more highly trained than a ship’s surgeon or a ‘mere collector’ (more on this below). Secondly, FitzRoy
envisioned someone who would remain largely ashore while the
ofﬁcers, including surgeon, would remain aﬂoat intent on their
responsibilities. Thirdly, Darwin was highly qualiﬁed to study geology, McCormick was not. There can be no doubt that FitzRoy found
‘a person qualiﬁed to examine the land’.18 Darwin spent the majority of the voyage ashore, naturalizing.19
Gruber also suggested that McCormick’s premature departure
from the Beagle in April 1832 was the result of McCormick’s purported unhappiness at the usurpation of his role of naturalist by
Darwin. This too has been widely repeated in the literature.20 Many
writers seem to feel sympathetic for the apparent underdog, McCormick, vis-à-vis the privileged, upper-class Darwin. Privileged Darwin
certainly was, but this cannot be evidence for McCormick being the
default or de facto naturalist on the Beagle—or even that McCormick
believed he was the ofﬁcial naturalist. It is a matter of currently prevailing interpretation that McCormick had any feelings whatever
regarding Darwin’s position on the ship, although it is certainly plausible. But there is no unambiguous evidence to support it.
The only evidence yet brought forward for McCormick’s views
are his recollections, published ﬁfty-two years later, after Darwin’s
subsequent fame as the Beagle’s naturalist and author of Origin of
species: ‘Having found myself in a false position on board a small
and very uncomfortable vessel, and very much disappointed in
my expectations of carrying out my natural history pursuits, every
obstacle having been placed in the way of my getting on shore and
making collections, I got permission from the admiral in command
of the station here to be superseded and allowed a passage home in
H.M.S. Tyne.’21 Historians are usually more cautious in accepting retrospective views as identical to those held many years before. This
recollection is commonly cited as evidence that McCormick believed
he was the ‘ofﬁcial’ naturalist. Yet McCormick does not say that he
believed himself to be the naturalist, merely that his getting ashore
was not facilitated. What he meant by ‘false position’ could mean a
number of things, such as that he thought he would be free to go
ashore and collect when at anchor, and obstacles placed in his way
could be his own perspective on disagreements over the restraints
expected by FitzRoy of a surgeon according to the proscribed duties
of a surgeon by the Navy. McCormick frequently turned down positions offered to him and invalided out of multiple voyages as a result
of his cantankerous personality—and these refusals and premature
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departures are an essential context to appreciating his departure
from the Beagle.22 Cited alone, McCormick’s departure from the Beagle sounds misleadingly as if it were unique—and this unique departure seems to be explained by the unfair usurpation of the naturalist
role by the captain’s gentleman companion. However, in a contemporary account from April 1832, Darwin attributed McCormick’s
departure to ‘being disagreeable to the Captain & Wickham—He is
no loss.’23
Another interpretation of McCormick’s version of his departure
from the Beagle voyage (which he did not even speciﬁcally name)
could be to save face considering the widely celebrated success
of Darwin’s researches on that voyage. Since McCormick abandoned the voyage at the beginning, he deprived himself of further
collecting opportunities around the globe. There would have been,
for example, countless opportunities for McCormick to study marine life when Darwin was absent on long stays ashore and it is
obvious from the many collecting opportunities other ofﬁcers
found during the voyage that McCormick could have made much
of a ﬁve year voyage on the Beagle whether or not he could travel
as freely as Darwin.
3. Ofﬁcialdom
Another important point to observe is the anachronistic use of
the term ‘ofﬁcial’ in the scholarly literature on the Beagle voyage.
The term was not used at the time to refer to anyone on the Beagle
such as FitzRoy as the ofﬁcial commander, McCormick as the ofﬁcial surgeon and so forth. In fact the only time the word ofﬁcial is
used in the primary documents associated with this question
which I have found refers to Darwin. It occurs in the letter from
the Cambridge mathematician and Trinity Fellow George Peacock
to Darwin: ‘they will furnish you with an ofﬁcial appointment’!24
Nevertheless, there is of course no point in laying stress on this remark as establishing that Darwin was the ofﬁcial naturalist.
Another anomaly is the way two other supernumeraries on FitzRoy’s list in the Narrative of the voyage are referred to in the literature. Augustus Earle and later Conrad Martens travelled on the
Beagle as ‘Draughtsman’,25 the term almost always converted in
the modern literature to ‘artist’. Ironically these men are routinely
referred to as ‘ofﬁcial artist’26 in modern historiography—yet they
were, like Darwin, not in the Navy, aboard at the invitation of FitzRoy, and with the sanction of the Admiralty. Why should they be
‘ofﬁcial artists’ and Darwin not the ‘ofﬁcial naturalist’ when their
appointments and circumstances are virtually identical? One difference which distinguishes them is that the artists were paid a salary
by FitzRoy. This made them in effect FitzRoy’s servants, as FitzRoy’s
‘own steward: and Mr. Darwin’s servant’ were also listed as supernumeraries in FitzRoy’s list of the ship’s complement.27
At one point during the negotiations for his position Darwin
was offered a salary. Having no ﬁnancial need, Darwin was suspicious that a salary might prejudice his case for controlling his collection, despite assurances that this would have no bearing on the
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matter. This is one of the most inexplicable problems with the current interpretation of Darwin as ‘companion’. If Darwin was offered
a position as a private companion to the captain, why would he
worry so much that the Admiralty would have control over the
eventual disposal of his collection or whether it would be considered government property?28 And is there any precedent of a social
companion being given a salary by the Admiralty? Indeed Darwin
was expected, practically required, to dispose of his natural history
collections to ‘some public body, as Zoological & Geological &c.’29
Such facts make sense only if Darwin was offered the position of naturalist and not companion.
A 15 September 1831 letter from FitzRoy to the Hydrographer
of the Navy Francis Beaufort (1774–1857) makes a clearer distinction: ‘He [Darwin], Captain King and I now think that it
would be better in many respects, that he should not be on
the Books, but that he should go out in a strictly private capacity.
I am, however, equally ready to receive him in either manner,
and I have recommended his asking which plan meets your
approbation.’30 FitzRoy later reported in his narrative of the
voyage:
An offer was made to Mr. Darwin to be my guest on board,
which he accepted conditionally; permission was obtained for
his embarkation, and an order given by the Admiralty that he
should be borne on the ship’s books for provisions. The conditions asked by Mr. Darwin were, that he should be at liberty
to leave the Beagle and retire from the Expedition when he
thought proper, and that he should pay a fair share of the
expenses of my table.31
Hence, according to the language used by FitzRoy, Darwin was
aboard not ‘in a strictly private capacity’ as he was on the ship’s
books for victuals (worth £40 per annum). Darwin was both FitzRoy’s guest and aboard in a capacity not strictly private.
4. What were the orders?
Some of the most decisive documents for these questions are
the orders issued to the ship’s commander by the Admiralty and
the Hydrographer. During the Beagle and Adventure’s ﬁrst voyage
in 1826–1830 the instructions read: ‘You are to avail yourself of
every opportunity of collecting and preserving Specimens of such
objects of Natural History as may be new, rare, or interesting;
and you are to instruct Captain Stokes, and all the other Ofﬁcers,
to use their best diligence in increasing the Collections in each
ship: the whole of which must be understood to belong to the Public.’32 No ofﬁcer was ordered to be or termed naturalist, including the
surgeons. The wording of the entire paragraph from which this is extracted is identical to that issued to captain William E. Parry for the
1825–1826 arctic voyage to discover a northwest passage.33 The
ship’s surgeon on Parry’s expedition was speciﬁcally mentioned:

‘The knowledge which Doctor Neill, surgeon of the Hecla, has been
represented to us to possess in this department of science, will be
of material service to you in arranging the collections of, and making
notes upon, the various subjects of natural history.’34 The orders
mention this about Neill not because he was a ship’s surgeon, but because he was known to be particularly knowledgeable in natural history. Neill was titled surgeon and never referred to in the voyage
narrative as naturalist. And yet Parry acknowledged Neill thus: ‘To
the zeal and industry of Dr. [Samuel] Neill, who entirely superintended the public collection of specimens of Natural History, and
has furnished a variety of important geological notices, the public
are very highly indebted’.35
The instructions for the second voyage of the Beagle (Darwin’s)
were dated 11 November 1831—that is about two months after
Darwin accepted the offer. The instructions make no mention of
natural history collecting. Neither Darwin, who was free to leave
the voyage at any time he chose, nor anyone else, was referred to
as naturalist. The instructions for the Beagle’s third surveying voyage (1837–1843) to Australia, barely mention collecting. The surgeon and assistant surgeon were again not referred to as
naturalists. The instructions did brieﬂy mention the medical
ofﬁcers:
Large collections of natural history cannot be expected, nor
any connected account of the structure or geological arrangements of the great islands which you are to coast; nor,
indeed, would minute inquiries on these subjects be at all
consistent with the true objects of the survey. But, to an
observant eye, some facts will unavoidably present themselves, which will be well worth recording, and the medical
ofﬁcers will, no doubt, be anxious to contribute their share
to the scientiﬁc character of the survey.36
Here again the medical ofﬁcers are not ordered to or responsible for
collecting, but it is recognized that they are likely to be keen to do
so.
Perhaps most importantly of all, the duties of ships’ surgeons in
the Royal Navy were detailed in the successive editions of Regulations and instructions relating to His Majesty’s service at sea, published since 1733. The section for ship’s surgeons in the editions
preceding the Beagle voyage, including the most recent of 1826,
makes no mention of naturalists, natural history or collecting duties of any kind but instead details exclusively medical
responsibilities.37

5. How Darwin became FitzRoy’s ‘companion’
Another major element that has changed in Darwin historiography is that Darwin is now commonly referred to as something
other than ‘naturalist’, namely as FitzRoy’s ‘companion’,38 ‘gentle-
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man companion’39 or even ‘dining companion’.40 This view is derived primarily from a 1975 article by Harold L. Burstyn.41 Burstyn
used Gruber’s 1969 article as a starting point. Since McCormick
was believed to be the Beagle’s naturalist, what was Darwin doing
on board? Burstyn argued: ‘What Robert FitzRoy wanted when he
met Charles Darwin was a gentleman to help him to bear the burdens of an arduous and isolated sea command, and the study of nature, in those far-off places he was sailing to, could provide an
appropriate occupation for the captain’s guest. Darwin was on board
the Beagle to give the captain someone to relax with, someone to talk
to who was wholly outside the rigid structure of naval discipline.’42
The logic and evidence used to establish this contention are
curiously weak for such an oft-cited article. Burstyn began with
an entirely conjectural speculation: ‘FitzRoy may have begun to
worry whether he had inherited the highly-strung character that
had led his illustrious uncle Castlereagh to cut his own throat less
than ten years before.’43 Though certainly possible, no evidence exists that FitzRoy ever had any thought of the kind. In the very next
sentences, however, Burstyn shifted to language that suggests the
interpretation was fully established: ‘Facing a voyage whose hardships would test him to the utmost, FitzRoy sought some form of
companionship to mitigate his isolation. If he admitted his plight
to himself, then to seek a companion in the guise of a Civilian Naturalist was a useful ﬁction.’44
Later in the article Burstyn presented three main reasons why
he believed Darwin was really the captain’s companion.

5

heard that Chester was unavailable on 5 September? From this elision Burstyn concluded that the offer to Darwin was also to go as
a friend. We do not know the nature of the offer to Chester, who
was plausibly identiﬁed by Burstyn as ‘Harry Chester (1806–1868),
novelist and youngest son of Sir Robert Chester (1768–1848) of Bush
Hall, Herts., in 1831 a clerk in the Privy Council Ofﬁce’48 Burstyn continued: ‘Our question is then: was Chester a naturalist?; and our answer: not so far as we know.’ Yet the editors of Darwin’s
Correspondence noted ‘An inscription in volume one of a copy of Kirby and Spence 1828 [An introduction to entomology] . . . reads: ‘Harry
Chester | From his valued friend Robert FitzRoy’.’49 Some writers
have speculated that the offer to Chester was invented by FitzRoy
in order to have a face-saving way of rejecting Darwin if he proved
to be unsuitable. This is based on a letter from Darwin after speaking
to FitzRoy: ‘[FitzRoy] confesses, his letter to Cambridge, was to
throw cold water on the scheme.’50
Historian Keith Thomson pointed out that the offer to Chester
‘may in fact have been left over from the private voyage planned
for the hired brig John’.51 Before the Admiralty sanctioned the second voyage of the Beagle it was FitzRoy’s intention to return his natives from Tierra del Fuego at his own expense. One can well imagine
taking a friend on such a relatively short journey. However it is hard
to imagine a friend keen enough to be imprisoned on a ship for up to
ﬁve years in order to entertain a captain friend during his off duty
hours.
6. FitzRoy’s psychology

1. The shortness of time between issuance of the invitation and
expected start of the voyage.
The shortness of planning can be no evidence of the position
being for a naturalist or a companion. Indeed other examples
cited below show that short notice was not uncommon for a
ship’s naturalist.
2. A letter from Scottish naturalist Robert Jameson to McCormick
shows ‘McCormick still considered himself to be the Beagle’s
naturalist long after Darwin had settled into the ship’.45
But the letter shows only that McCormick planned to study natural history during the voyage. As shown above this is not evidence of the position of naturalist.
3. ‘FitzRoy . . . had already invited a friend to accompany him, a Mr.
Chester. The virtual absence of this name from the annals of
natural history suggests that FitzRoy’s offer came from his need
for a companion rather than a naturalist’.46
Burstyn here elides two offers, one purportedly made to Chester
to go ‘as a friend’ by FitzRoy, and another made by FitzRoy to the
Hydrographer of the Navy to ﬁnd a naturalist.47 How could the invitations to Chester and Darwin be for the same position when Beaufort’s appeal to Cambridge was sent in early August and FitzRoy only

It is often reported that FitzRoy worried about his psychological
health or sanity during the forthcoming voyage and, in some accounts, even feared he might turn suicidal like his uncle Lord Castlereagh (1769–1822) or the previous captain of the Beagle Pringle
Stokes (d. 1828). This contention is rendered more probable by the
fact that FitzRoy actually did commit suicide in 1865. Although it is
a reasonable hypothesis, no evidence that FitzRoy entertained any
idea of the kind has ever been presented. Yet despite this it is
widely repeated as a fact in accounts of the Beagle voyage. Unfortunately frequent repetition has lent it an air of historical fact that
it does not deserve.
7. ‘More as a companion than a mere collector’
The most convincing piece of evidence that Darwin was ‘companion’ rather than ‘naturalist’ is an oft-quoted52 letter from Cambridge professor of botany John Stevens Henslow to Darwin:
. . . I have been asked by Peacock who will read & forward this to
you from London to recommend him a naturalist as companion
to Capt Fitzroy employed by Government to survey the S.
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extremity of America—I have stated that I consider you to be the
best qualiﬁed person I know of who is likely to undertake such a
situation—I state this not on the supposition of yr being a ﬁnished Naturalist, but as amply qualiﬁed for collecting, observing,
& noting anything worthy to be noted in Natural History. Peacock has the appointment at his disposal & if he cannot ﬁnd a
man willing to take the ofﬁce, the opportunity will probably
be lost—Capt. F. wants a man (I understand) more as a companion than a mere collector & would not take any one however
good a Naturalist who was not recommended to him likewise
as a gentleman.53
In his outstanding book HMS Beagle Keith Thomson was, apparently,
the ﬁrst to argue that the letters are not evidence for the ‘companion’ view:
These are the letters that have been interpreted as evidence that
Fitzroy really was looking ﬁrst and foremost for a companion.
Yet I believe the evidence points in exactly the opposite direction. Not only was the position ﬁrst offered to the Reverend
Leonard Jenyns, but Darwin states that Henslow wanted to go
himself. . . Fitzroy would hardly have given the choice of a pure
companion to his superior Beaufort to pass off among the latter’s friends at Cambridge. Beaufort himself evidently had no
thought of the appointment’s being ‘more as a companion.’ It
is out of the question that the reverends Jenyns or Henslow
would have seriously considered the position of ‘companion’
to a ship’s captain at least twenty years their junior . . . The most
difﬁcult phrase in all the letters is Henslow’s: ‘more as a companion than as a mere collector.’ This does indeed seem to be
a straightforward indictment. But Henslow was merely rephrasing Peacock’s letter. Both letters by Peacock and Beaufort’s letter to Fitzroy stress the scientiﬁc nature of the quest . . . The
crux of the matter, which has hitherto been overlooked, is that
in the state of society and natural science at that date there
were basically two classes of person who might have been
attracted to and qualiﬁed for the post of naturalist. The ﬁrst
was the working ‘collector,’. . .The other class was exempliﬁed
by gentleman naturalists . . . [Peacock and Henslow] are not
going out of their way to explain to the innocent Darwin that
he would be expected to be a companion ﬁrst and a naturalist
on the side. They are, on the contrary, trying to reassure the
wellborn Darwin (and his even more socially conscious father)
that as an independent naturalist he would be treated fully as
a gentleman.54
Henslow and Jenyns were qualiﬁed naturalists. Information kindly
sent to me (personal communication) by Sean Karley and Jeff Ollerton suggests that Darwin’s fellow student at Cambridge, the botanist John Downes may also have been considered for the offer of
naturalist on the Beagle. After these two and possibly three naturalists, the offer was passed to Darwin. Darwin had, after all, studied
medicine for two years at the University of Edinburgh, as well as
chemistry, geology and marine biology and later at Cambridge he
studied botany, entomology and geology. There can be no doubt
that, as Thomson wrote, Darwin ‘was actually an extraordinarily
well-trained natural scientist.’55
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The Henslow remark ‘more as a companion than as a mere collector’ has been interpreted as companion or naturalist. But the
point Henslow was distinguishing was in fact naturalist or collector.
A writer in The Edinburgh review in 1812 made this distinction: ‘The
cultivators of Natural History, like the objects they consider, admit
of classiﬁcation into genera and species, which hold very different
stations in philosophical science. We must place in the lowest rank,
the mere collector of specimens . . .’ contrasted by ‘The superior classes of naturalists’.56 In a review of some of Darwin’s favourite Cambridge reading, J. F. Stephens Illustrations of British entomology,
probably by the entomologist John Barlow Burton, we read: ‘But the
mere collector is not and cannot be justly considered as a naturalist’.57
8. What was a ship’s naturalist?
The practice of carrying naturalists on naval ships was long
established. On James Cook’s ﬁrst voyage to observe the transit
of Venus in Tahiti (1768–1771) he was accompanied by Joseph
Banks and Daniel Carol Solander. Probably the most inspiring naturalist model for Darwin was Alexander von Humboldt who travelled extensively through South and Central America between
1799 and 1804. While a student at Cambridge Darwin was transported with delight by Humboldt’s romantic travel narrative.58
However, although Humboldt was a gentleman naturalist, his explorations were not tied to a government ship or expedition.
During the early decades of the nineteenth century ‘naturalist’
was an informal title for which there was no set qualiﬁcation or
requirement. In Britain it was not a professional title, but rather
a description of specialized interest, experience or reputation, as
was antiquarian. A dictionary of the period deﬁned a naturalist
simply as ‘A student in physicks, or natural philosophy’.59 In terms
of ships’ naturalists or surgeon-naturalists a wide range of names
and positions was clearly used with no clear consensus or ﬁrm definition. A ship’s naturalist could be paid or unpaid, be a government
ofﬁcial, member of the Navy or a private individual. Sometimes they
were named in a ship’s orders, and sometimes not. A brief survey of
other expedition naturalists will demonstrate the context in which
to place the Beagle’s naturalist.
8.1. Surgeon-naturalists
The naval surgeon Clarke Abel, who accompanied Lord Amherst
on his trip to China in 1816–1817 on board HMS Embassy, was referred to as the ‘naturalist’. In Abel’s case his appointment as surgeon was supplemented with an additional appointment as
‘naturalist’. As recalled in Abel’s Narrative: ‘My appointment to
the [ship] Embassy was at ﬁrst simply medical; but through the
recommendation of Sir Joseph Banks to the East India Company, I
was permitted to take up me the ofﬁce of Naturalist, and receive
an ample outﬁt of all the apparatus for scientiﬁc research.’60
In the narrative of the 1826–1827 voyage of the East India Company’s surveying vessel Research, captain Peter Dillon recalled:
I then recommended that a surgeon, naturalist, draughtsman,
and botanist, should be attached to the expedition, for the purpose of obtaining all the knowledge possible relative to the
character of these unfrequented islands and their inhabitants;
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Thomson (1995, p. 144).
Anonymous (1812, p. 144).
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and observed, that if an individual could be procured (such as
Doctor Walich . . . ) who understood the science of surgery as
well as natural history and botany, it would be a great saving
in the outﬁt of the expedition. I therefore ventured to propose
my new friend and acquaintance, Doctor Tytler, to ﬁll the above
situation, as he had given me to understand that he was perfectly well acquainted with all the above sciences.61
Tytler, as a gentleman and highly qualiﬁed individual, was also offered a place at the captain’s table.62 A letter to Tytler refers to his
position as ‘naturalist and medical ofﬁcer attached to the expedition’
but he was also salaried and informed that he was under the command of the captain.63 But, reminiscent of McCormick, personal differences soon removed Tytler from the expedition.
Similarly the Scottish physician John Richardson (1787–1865)
‘offered his services as Naturalist and Surgeon’ to his friend Sir John
Franklin on a second expedition to ﬁnd a northwest passage of
1825–1827.64 Richardson was a gentleman and not only a medical
doctor and friend of the captain but also a Fellow of the Royal and
Linnean Societies. Like Darwin, Richardson was clearly of far higher
social status than a naval surgeon and presumably shared the captain’s table. Richardson was named and given speciﬁc duties in the
ofﬁcial instructions in the Narrative and was referred to as ‘surgeon
and naturalist to the expedition’.65
Richard King was appointed to the paid position of ‘surgeon and
naturalist to the expedition’ to the Arctic led by George Back
(1833–1835) concurrent with the Beagle voyage.66 On other occasions King was referred to only as ‘surgeon to the expedition’.67 Captain Back referred to King as ‘my companion’ numerous times in the
narrative of the expedition. So being referred to as a companion need
not be an alternative to expedition naturalist.
In other instances ships’ surgeons acted also as naturalists but
were titled only surgeon. The 1828–1831 voyage to the South
Atlantic aboard HMS Chanticleer under Captain Henry Foster carried William Henry Bayley Webster who was titled ‘surgeon of
the sloop’ on the title page of his own narrative of the voyage.68
Although acting as a naturalist and recording a wide range of natural
history phenomena he did not call himself ‘naturalist’ in his
narrative.
8.2. Paid civilians
The 1825–1828 voyage to the Paciﬁc and Bering Strait in HMS
Blossom under Captain Beechey carried a civilian naturalist. The
ship’s instructions read: ‘As we have appointed Mr. [George] Tradescant Lay as naturalist on the voyage, and some of your ofﬁcers are
acquainted with certain branches of natural history . . . ’ and elsewhere referred to Lay as ‘the naturalist to the expedition’. The
instructions also required that ‘two specimens at least . . . are to
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be reserved for the public museums; after which the naturalist
and ofﬁcers will be at liberty to collect for themselves’.69 The geologist Joseph Beete Jukes sailed as ‘naturalist’ aboard HMS Fly during
her 1842–1846 surveying expedition to the South Paciﬁc.70 According to naval historian Randolph Cock, Jukes was paid a salary by the
Navy. Other civilian ships’ naturalists paid a salary by the Navy identiﬁed by Cock were Allan Cunningham, Thomas Edmondston, Berthold Seemann, John MacGillivray, George Barclay and J. W.
Hamilton.71
8.3. Unpaid civilians
Other ships’ naturalists were unpaid civilians. The ill-fated 1816
expedition to explore the river Congo in HMS Congo under captain
James Kingston Tuckey carried three ‘scientiﬁc gentlemen’ who,
like Darwin, were listed in the narrative of the voyage separately
from the ship’s ofﬁcers on a ‘A supernumerary list’ including a ‘Botanist’, ‘Collector of Objects of Natural History’, ‘Comparative Anatomist’ and ‘Mr. Lockhart, from His Majesty’s Garden at Kew’. Like
Darwin they were on the books for victuals only and did not receive salaries.72 They were also referred to in the expedition narrative as ‘the naturalists’. The surgeon was not.73
An almost identical case to Darwin’s was the position for a ‘savant’ to accompany Captain Richard Copeland’s surveying expedition to the eastern Mediterranean in HMS Beacon (1832–1835). As
with the position ﬁlled by Darwin, the Hydrographer Beaufort
wrote to Peacock at Cambridge University seeking a qualiﬁed person of appropriate social standing. The position went to the classicist and Fellow of Trinity College Robert Pashley (1805–1859).
Pashley’s case is well-described in Cock’s valuable PhD thesis.74
Elsewhere Cock reported the classicist Peter Wilhelm Forchhammer
who accompanied, without pay, Captain T. A. Spratt in the Mediterranean (1838–1840). The irascible botanist and phrenologist Hewett
Cottrell Watson sailed as unpaid civilian naturalist aboard HMS Styx
on a surveying voyage to the Azores in 1842.75 The Manxman Edward Forbes (1815–1854) was invited by Captain Thomas Graves
and sanctioned by the Admiralty to join HMS Beacon as naturalist
during a survey of the Mediterranean (1841–1842). Forbes too was
referred to as ‘naturalist’ by the ofﬁcers and in his own
publications.76
These examples refute the long-standing generalization
amongst historians of science that Royal Navy ships’ surgeons in
the mid-nineteenth century were, by default, ofﬁcial ship’s naturalist. Hence McCormick was not the ‘ofﬁcial naturalist’ of the Beagle as so often claimed. Randolph Cock observed: ‘Whilst the
distinction between naval surgeon and civilian naturalist might
seem signiﬁcant, in fact, when it came to the appointment of a naturalist to a naval vessel, it does not appear to have been uppermost
in the mind of either the Hydrographer [Beaufort] or his most
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frequent collaborator in the selection and recruitment of naturalists, Sir William Jackson Hooker . . . In neither case, however, does
it seem to have entered into their consideration whether the candidate was a naval surgeon—already on the payroll—or a civilian
‘savant’ or ‘philosopher’; the concern was simply to appoint an
appropriate person.’77
Even as late as the 1860s Cuthbert Collingwood, who served as
volunteer surgeon and ‘naturalist’ aboard HMS Riﬂeman and HMS
Serpent, regretted that Royal Navy ships’ surgeons seldom attended
to natural history:
I cannot help feeling great regret that the wonderful advantages
which fall to the lot of many of our naval ofﬁcers are so totally
lost. They have their duties on board ship to perform, it is true,
but that some of them should not have learned to relieve the
dull and unendurable monotony of sea life by such studies is
to me unaccountable. The medical ofﬁcers especially, whose
education would most ﬁt them for these pursuits, and who have
by far the most leisure at their disposal, might be expected to
follow them with no less of advantage to themselves than of
beneﬁt to science; but it is only one in a thousand who troubles
himself to observe what passes around him, or makes an exertion to share in the reputation acquired by a few of their fellowsurgeons, such as an Adams, or a Macdonald. Indeed there
seems to me to be more hope of valuable materials being accumulated by the better class of merchant-skippers than by any
branch of the naval service.78

9. How Darwin’s ‘appointment received the sanction of the
Admiralty’
Captain FitzRoy explained the origins of the offer to Darwin in
the narrative of the voyage: ‘Anxious that no opportunity of collecting useful information, during the voyage, should be lost; I proposed to the Hydrographer that some well-educated and scientiﬁc
person should be sought for who would willingly share such
accommodations as I had to offer, in order to proﬁt by the opportunity of visiting distant countries yet little known.’79 Beaufort
sought an appropriate person through Peacock at Cambridge University. Peacock wrote to the Professor of botany John Stevens Henslow
in mid-August 1831: ‘An offer has been made to me to recommend a
proper person to go out as a naturalist with this expedition . . . if
Leonard Jenyns could go, what treasures he might bring home with
him, as the ship would be placed at his disposal, whenever his enquiries made it necessary or desirable; in the absence of so accomplished a naturalist, is there any person whom you could strongly
recommend: he must be such a person as would do credit to our recommendation’.80 Henslow offered the position to Jenyns and then to
Darwin.81 Thereupon Peacock wrote to Darwin: ‘they will furnish
you with an ofﬁcial appointment’.82 No copy of the appointment

has been found. However evidence unearthed by Randolph Cock ﬁlls
in the gap. At a meeting of the Admiralty Board on 22 October 1835.
‘‘Capt. FitzRoy was permitted by the Board’, their Lordships were reminded (it was, in any case, a different Board since 1831), to take a
Naturalist to South America, but their Lordships refused to give him
any pay. Fortunately a gentleman was found who was competent to
the task, and who had zeal enough not to be deterred by such considerations, but the Captain agreed to keep him at his Table during
the whole expedition.’’83
While trying to persuade his father to approve of the plan in late
August 1831, Darwin listed his father’s objections, one of which
shows explicitly that the family regarded the position as naturalist:
‘That they must have offered to many others before me, the place
of Naturalist’.84 It is also abundantly clear from the extant correspondence that Darwin’s family and friends regarded the position
as naturalist, not companion.85
On 1 September 1831 Beaufort informed FitzRoy: ‘I believe my
friend Mr Peacock of Triny College Cambe has succeeded in getting
a ‘Savant’ for you—A Mr Darwin grandson of the well known philosopher and poet—full of zeal and enterprize and having contemplated a voyage on his own account to S. America’.86 Clearly the
offer was subject to FitzRoy meeting and approving the candidate,
hence the Mr. Chester incident discussed above. On 5 September
1831 FitzRoy, having met the amiable and socially unobjectionable
Darwin, wrote to Beaufort: ‘. . . I now request that you will apply
for him to accompany me as a Naturalist.’87 And ﬁnally, after the
voyage, Darwin introduced his Zoology of the voyage of the Beagle
with an explanation and acknowledgement of his place on the Beagle: ‘In consequence of Captain FitzRoy having expressed a desire
that some scientiﬁc person should be on board, and having offered
to give up part of his own accommodations, I volunteered my services; and through the kindness of the hydrographer, Captain Beaufort, my appointment received the sanction of the Admiralty.’88 This
statement seems to have been long overlooked.
During the voyage itself Darwin was referred to by the ship’s
crew and in correspondence as the naturalist, or philosopher (or
affectionately as ‘philos’ or ‘ﬂycatcher’). In Bahia, Brazil on 5 March
1832 (before the departure of McCormick) Darwin wrote in his
diary: ‘It is a new & pleasant thing for me to be conscious that naturalizing is doing my duty, & that if I neglected that duty I should
at same time neglect what has for some years given me so much
pleasure.’89 Near the end of the voyage he wrote to his sister Caroline ‘it is a most dangerous task, in these days, to publish accounts
of parts of the world, which have so frequently been visited. It is a
rare piece of good fortune for me, that of the many errant (in ships)
Naturalists, there have been few or rather no geologists. I shall enter
the ﬁeld unopposed.’90 The ship’s artist, Conrad Martens, referred to
Darwin more than once as ‘naturalist’ in his unpublished manuscript
journal (1833–1835).91 A letter from Beaufort to Captain Beechey
leading to the appointment of Barclay in 1835 referred to Darwin:
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‘You know that their Lordships allowed Capt. FitzRoy to take Dr [sic]
Darwin with him as Geologist and philosopher general, borne as
supernumerary for victuals without pay. . .is it your intention to
ask for such a personage? and have you anyone in your eye? If so
there is no time to lose . . . ’92 FitzRoy himself reported that ‘While
the ofﬁcers of the Beagle were employed in their usual duties aﬂoat,
Mr. Charles Darwin, a zealous volunteer, examined the shores. He
will make known the results of his ﬁve year’s voluntary seclusion
and disinterested exertions in the cause of science. Geology has been
his principal pursuit.’93 A letter from a Scottish plant collector in Brazil who assisted Darwin, John Tweedie, in April 1834 refers to ‘Mr.
Darwin Naturalist of His Majesty’s Ship Beagle a discovery ship’.94
Even the president of Chile, in Darwin’s 1835 passport, referred to
Darwin as: ‘El Naturalista Carlos Darwin’.95
Contemporary press reports also cited Darwin aboard the Beagle
as someone engaged in the pursuit of science. The Army and Navy
Chronicle reported shortly after the return of the Beagle ‘Geology
and Natural History will receive contributions from this voyage,
as well as Hydrography and Geography. Mr. Charles Darwin, a zealous unpaid tributary to the cause of science, has labored unremittingly. The medical and other ofﬁcers have collected, in proportion
to their opportunities and limited means of preserving specimens.’96 Of course none of these can be relied on as having intimate
knowledge of the conditions of Darwin’s appointment, but they do
serve to show the widespread and entirely consistent character of
contemporary descriptions of Darwin’s role as naturalist.
After the voyage Darwin was listed by FitzRoy in the expedition
narrative as: ‘Charles Darwin . . . Naturalist.’97 In Darwin’s own volume of the expedition narrative he was termed ‘Naturalist to the
Beagle.’98 And in Darwin’s other government-sponsored publications, Zoology of the voyage of H.M.S. Beagle under the command of
Captain FitzRoy, R.N., during the years 1832 to 1836 (1838–1843)
and the three volumes of The geology of the voyage of the Beagle, under the command of Capt. Fitzroy, R.N. during the years 1832 to 1836
(1842–1846) he was identiﬁed on the title pages as ‘Naturalist to
the expedition’. In a series virtually identical in appearance to Darwin’s Zoology (also published by Henry Colburn), Richard Brinsley
Hinds’ The botany of the voyage of H.M.S. Sulphur, under the command
of Captain Sir Edward Belcher, R.N. where Darwin was named ‘naturalist to the expedition’ on the title page Hinds was listed as ‘Surgeon,
R.N., attached to the Expedition.’ This publication, like Darwin’s, was
‘Published under the Authority of the Lords Commissioners of the
Admiralty.’ Even years after the voyage Darwin wrote wistfully to
FitzRoy: ‘I think it far the most fortunate circumstance in my life that
the chance afforded by your offer of taking a Naturalist fell on me.’99
All of this attention to what Darwin was called should not obscure consideration of what Darwin actually did during the voyage.
During the entire voyage Darwin acted as naturalist—collecting
thousands of natural history specimens, geological, zoological
and botanical. These were shipped back to Britain by the Royal
Navy. Darwin wrote thousands of pages of scientiﬁc notes on his
observations. And Darwin could not have performed a role of ‘companion’ to the captain very effectively since Darwin spent seventy
percent of the voyage ashore as a naturalist.100
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10. Conclusion
To summarize the main points of this essay, the Beagle’s surgeon, Robert McCormick, was not the assigned or ofﬁcial naturalist
on HMS Beagle as so frequently asserted in the historical literature.
Indeed uniquely, according to FitzRoy, for the Beagle’s second voyage (with Darwin) no ofﬁcer was ‘ordered to collect’. Why were the
Beagle’s orders unique in this respect? Probably because the Admiralty approved Darwin to travel on board as naturalist. Darwin was
informed by Peacock c. 26 August 1831 ‘they will furnish you with
an ofﬁcial appointment’ and FitzRoy asked Beaufort on 5 September 1831 ‘I now request that you will apply for him to accompany
me as a Naturalist’. And Darwin thanked Beaufort through whom
‘my appointment received the sanction of the Admiralty.’101
While it is also true that Darwin was the guest and even the
companion of FitzRoy—it is a mistake to use these terms as if they
were alternatives to the naturalist of the Beagle. A ‘companion’ and
ofﬁcial naturalist were not contradictory or mutually exclusive (as
with the case of Richard King mentioned above). Hence it is more
accurate to refer to Darwin as the ‘naturalist’ because ‘companion’
has become loaded with misleading baggage.
Of course it remains true that Darwin’s presence had a social
role too, he alone enjoyed dining rights with the captain. Nevertheless the traditional interpretation that FitzRoy could not have made
the journey without a companion has a serious fault. Would the
Admiralty assign a captain to such duties if he could not have done
so without going mad or killing himself? Surely not. And the supposed remedy to such a hypothetical danger would in any case
surely not be left to the captain to supply, or not, by inviting a companion. If so there would be endless examples of captains’ gentlemen companions in Royal Navy surveying expeditions. There are
not.
Darwin was on board the Beagle at the invitation of and as guest
of FitzRoy, appointed naturalist by the Admiralty, on the books for
victuals, at liberty to quit the voyage at any time (at which point he
would have been taken off the ship’s books) and was allowed to
dispose of his collection so long as it went to a public body. To
be aboard as the guest of the Captain was a way of articulating relative status, authority and patronage.
But most importantly of all, Darwin actually acted as naturalist
throughout the voyage. Darwin was referred to at the time exclusively as the ‘naturalist’. In the light of all this evidence the modern
view that Darwin was not the Beagle’s naturalist but in fact the
gentleman companion for the captain is shown to be untenable.
A more parsimonious interpretation is that Charles Darwin was
the naturalist on HMS Beagle—even the ‘sanctioned’ naturalist.
Continuing to portray Darwin as ‘companion’ rather than ‘naturalist’ obliterates the most conspicuous example of the long, gradual transformation towards scientiﬁc professionalization in the life
sciences. Although an unpaid gentleman not in a permanent position (and therefore still bearing important attributes of the gentleman of science of a previous generation), Darwin’s position was
actually a half-way hybrid towards a more fully professional position. ‘Naturalist’ was, after all, a recognized, if not yet fully deﬁned,
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Darwin Archive, Cambridge University Library, DAR 44.29, reproduced as colour facsimile in van Wyhe (2008, p. 21).
96
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specialized role for an individual to occupy. Over the course of the
nineteenth century the gentleman naturalist would become the
paid naturalist. The professional naturalist would evolve into the
professional scientist, paid by government, institution or industry.
Historians of science are apparently susceptible to historical
claims which imply that that we have overturned old-fashioned
views with our more sophisticated approaches. Thankfully this is
very often the case. But this should provide no shelter for interpretations which are incorrect.
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