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Home Correspondence,

The Monstrous Begonia frigida at Kew, wn relafios
to My, Darwin’s theory of Natural Selection.—Your
ingenions correspondent, Dr. Harvey, of Dublin, has
| noticed this remarkable plant in your last Number, and
deseribed the singular modifications of the floral
as presenting a most decided salfus. He proceads to
speculate on the importance of this case as affecting
Mr. Darwin’s theory, and by what appears to me to be
| reasoning per saltwm, he arvives at the conclusion that
| *qa few such cases would overthrow Mr. Darwin's
hypothesis altogether ! Now I venture, on the con.
trary, to think that the salfus of this Beronia frigids
has not the importance which Dr. Harvey imagines;
and that supposing (as he conceives possible) the seeds
of the most aberrant flower to produce plants will
similar flowers, the case wonld not even then militt
against Mr. Darwin’s theory, but the confrary. In the
first place, let us attentively study this Begonia ifself;
its flowers are like those of its congeners, normally uni
sexnal, and produced in great abundance both mals
and females in the same fascicles all over the plant
The female flowers are perfectly constant in all their
characters, except that they vary in having 3—4 cells
and stigmas to the ovary and as many wings (which 1
not withont precedent in the genus). The males have
usually 6—15 stamens in the very centre of the flower
with no trace of stigmas or ovary ; and not 10 per cent.
present any deviation from this condition. OF those
that do deviate, most have 3—5 deformed stamens
or rudimentary ovaries in the axis of the flower, &
 proportionally fewer perfect stamens; and befweet
' the normal male flower and the very rave instances ot 8
regular flower with four superior carpels (more or Ies
united in the axis) and as many hypogynous stameis
opposite”the sepals, we find flowers with every cof:
ceivable modification in number, regularity, and
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| tion of stamens and carpels. Lastly the abuormal carpels

always bear very faw ovules indeed, as cnm_;:_d:irE_d with
the normal ones.” Now it is very startling to be asked
| “is it not a salfus for a plant at one hound to changé
| an inferior oyary and unisexual flowers into a supe:
iri:}r ovary and hisexnal flowers?” but tllﬂﬂr:g
'another way of putting the question, which ¥ ™

| accurate, Lhowever flat it may fall on the ear: ;1:1‘;
| *is it a saltus, that a Begonia should produce WAk

flowers, in a very few of which the central s
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less rudimentary or even perfect free or @ i

| pistils 2”  So much for the plant, My friend P would

to say that “aecording to Darwin’s hiypothesis ﬂ;c@*w
have required hundreds, perhaps thousands of su 1

.| generations to have enabled natural selection to mﬂ?‘

an inferior ovary and unisexual flowers into 8 mﬁlﬂi
ovary and bisexual flowers.” Mr. Darwin bodes:
think, demur to this; and still more to the

assumption that, supposing any seeds of the her

| maphrodite flowers of the Begonia should PFF

duce plants bearing nome but hermaphrodite flower
the latter would econstitute even a new & ot
have

‘| amongst botanists, who would infallibly
| the true nature of the sport in this (as t

hey the
in similar eases), as soon as the normal state n{mﬂﬂ'
lplant were known. In the first place we do neot K%
10w many generations have ela ginge Db 3
frigida commenced to bear any herﬁhrﬂdit‘e ﬂ'—"g&:
nor how many generations may elapse before all (3%
of unisexual flowers will be obliterated in ﬂ?ﬂ Pﬂ'ﬂf
of 5 plant pow bearing only about five PEU ﬁﬁ
' bisexual flowers; and it is to be borne 10 m
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Wﬁﬁﬁﬁﬁ'ﬂ?ﬁ&&?ﬁd rably the least
o1

; ther, th

_huiiiikf:]; to be se‘.lf'-fertil:'ﬂﬂd, and, nf:l_tnrtl-
they are T, “‘{_,‘ill—-Eﬁtﬂhliﬂllﬂd observations,
. oo birth to a less numerous and less

Nor must it 1be forgotten thab this

geny- '
; o type of 4

may 1l had superior
hen & : conceivable as that

at from being hermaphrodite, | !

bye-gone phase of f

Begﬂﬂllﬂﬂﬂfﬂ w y
¢ an old race 18 as
may be the last 0 An attentive study of the

it i a new one. |
i ﬁa]:fil u: careful perusal of Darwin’s book w ill, I
pon convinee your readers that this variation is 4
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fact after that author’s r.:-;-'n hieart.
-« g simple and & :
matamﬂmhﬂms i !;ll:'..lg to & ﬁl'ﬁf.r'ﬁltﬁ botamst & new

< est
into carpels, SUZE lant in which it oceurs, i8a

3 ity of the p :
view of the affinity and shows the imperfection of our

very frequent ONe; the magnitude or import-

.. beine @ case which (according to Dr,

o f e bOnE 5 25, N Derwis b

thea'l:{’ it i one of @ class which he had specially in

i < AR peantiful illustration of the truth and
i +5 chapter on

wisdom of his ChAP the standards by which we

shows how false are oftten
estimate the value of characters; how loaded by pre-

conceived ideas is the !
how prone, in shorf, we are to assume that a change 18
i itself fundamental, because it shakes our systems to
the foundation. The differences between the extreme
forms of the Begonia flowers are in no way comparable
to those between © an elephant and a rhinoceros ;' nor
do they lead us to imagine that the latter could ever be
the progeny of the former. According to Darwin’s
hypothesis the change from species to species must be
slow, and is effected by the acenmnulation of small
differences ; this Begonia, assuming 1t to be the herald
of a new type of Begoniaces, is a good instance of how
slow and partial sueh a change is at the com-
mencement; for it 1s confined to one set of
organs in a very few flowers of ome sex only;
o~ conducted with the least possible disturbance
of the functions of the plant, and there are prodigious
odds against its nltimate success. We cannot indeed
conceive the new form replacing the old till after the
lapse of many generations, and a long course of that
operation of matural selection which my friend thinks
his forthcoming new type of Begoniace has already
dispensed with, Lastly, Dr. Harvey makes a most
_ ous use of the abnormal flowers of the Begonia
in seeking the affinity of the curious order fo which it
belongs ; and assmnes that it tends to place Begoniacem
in the same alliance with Arigtolochiesms and others,
_lmalgsa it too includes genera with a superior and an
inferig r ey St bk amenoat the many orders that share
egonia there is one much
nearer to the pesition aesigned ‘toit (by Lindley first
and by common consent since), and that is the alliance
of Saxifrages; in these, and often in the same genus we
Liave superior and inferior ovaries,* free and connate
carpels, with severnl modifications of placentation,
]hplg;,:unus, perigynous, and hypogynous stamens ; the
peculiar ovales of Begonia, its remarkable seeds, and
its reticulated testa. Finally, to the same . group
also belongs Sempetvivam, which offers another most
curious instance of the conversion of stamens into
mmﬁls;_ffm. D. Hooker.
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