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Darwin and the man who played God 
1r �ha�!

s

n:til��b:rt�d
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/-! epic voyage that was to inspire his 

_J_ f�f��i:!i/�i:e:i�;o�f������ 
end. Recently graduated from Cambridge, 
he had tried and rejected medicine as a 
career and was now preparing for holy 
orders. If he had anything in mind, it was 
a quiet parish where he could indulge his 
passion for collecting beetles. Then, out of 
the blue, came an invitation to join a voy­
age round the world, all expenses paid by 
U1e Atlmiralty. 

The proposal originated with Captain 
Robert FitzRoy, an aristocratic young 

naval officer, widely regarded as one of 
the most promising of his generation, who 
had been commissioned to carry out a 
three-year survey of coastal South 
America. His ship was the Beagle. FitzRoy 
had already spent two years on the South 
American survey and knew only too well 
the loneliness and isolation of such a 
command. 

The Beugfe's former captain had shot 
himself off the South American coast and 
FitzRoy was W1comfortably aware of a 
hereditary tendency within his own 
family towards depression and suicide. 
His Wlcle, the statesman Viscount 
Castlereagh, had slit his throat when 

The voyage of the Beagle concealed a story 
of innocence violated, says Peter Nichols 

FitzRoy was aged 15, making an impres­
sion on the ho}' he never forgot He spoke 
about it and feared it all his life. 

The antidote, FitzRoy believed, was to 
take with him on his late5t venture a 
young companion, a well-bred gentleman 
who could share the captain's table and en­
gage him in intellectual discourse. Better 
still if that person was of a scientific turn 
of mind, abreast of the late5t thinking in 

geology and "natural philosophy", as the 
study of nature w� then known. Darwin 
was the ideal choice. Only four year!i 
apart in age -Danvin was 22, Fitz Roy 26 
- both had a yearning for adventure and 
for tracking the unknown. 

But there were great differences be­
tween them. These were pushed aside in 
the mutual enlhusiasm of their first meet­
ing but they became only too apparent 

once the voyage was under way. While 
Darwin was more the radical free thinker 
(in his preparation for the Church he had 
difficulty in accepting some of the basic 
tenets of Christian teaching), FitzRoy was 
deeply conservative, an intelligent man 
but one who was caught in the straiijacket 
of fundamentalist religion. 

The South American survey held out 
the prospect of huge; political and econom­
ic advantages. At the time when the 
Beagle set off, the continent of South 
America resembled a second Africa but 
was far less known and still largely unpen­
etrated. The wealth of its minerals and 
other resources could only be guessed at 

This is where the Royal Navy caml' in. If 
British merchants were to outpace their 
competition from Europe and the UniteO 
States, their ships needed easy access t_b 
South American pol15. Islands and coas\­
lincs had to be mapped, harbours and 
channels sounded, tides and weather con_­
ditions logged. Parts of Patagonia and the 
Falklands still had to be surveyed, as weU 
as the rugged, broken shores of the conti­
nent's southern tip, known as Tierra <lei 
Fuego, "the land of fire". 

The desolate coastline of Tierra del 
Fuego had long held a fascination for 
Fit!Roy. It was here, on bis earlier voyage, 

Continued on page ;z 
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The Reagle - Darwin and FitzRoy sailed together in her for ih·e years - one achieved fame, the other was forgotten 

�HEsi!a was not 
significant to Peter 
Nlchols un,ti� !IJ his 
eartytwenties, a  
frlend lnvited hlm to 
help pllota·boat from 
Swansea to Gibraltar. 
Offthelslesof Scllty, 
Withno_ waming, a 
RllsslBn trawle, 

dlsmasted the ves.sel, firingrocketllnes 
into.Its rigglng. Nichols and h!s friend had 
to be rescued by !\feboat . .  

•1t was a horrible experience but I liked 
the dis!ocation .ofit." he seys. •oooday 
you get on a boat, the ne1tt yo1.1 are 
filled with pure terror. Beirig on a boat 
atsea ls one of few situaUons in !ife 
where you cin't &iy, 'Lwant Ollt', It Is 
a crnclble, where the heat Is turned up 
on human behav!our." 

With his flrst wife, � lived on an 
englneless cutter, Toad, for ten years. 
Afterlhey broke Up, he setofftosallthe 
Atlantic. En route, he discovered a stash 
of his wtfe's diaries on the boat, detailing 
her unhapplnesswllh life and the 

mamage.- The boat sank Just off the Maine 
coast. He wrOte about the twinned 
metaphor- "the slnk!ng boat, the sinking 
marriage· - in h\s first book, Sea cmmge. 

In 2001, after spells teaching end 
screenwritlng, Nichols paddled a folding 
kayak from Burgundy to Paris. "It wa_s pure 
SAS, emeiging from the liver like a 
salamander, covered in mud and weeds.. 
Theil l wou\d alight atthe best hotel ln 
town andshockthe conctergeby 
armouncing t was Mr Nichols.and I tiad a 
bookingforthat night• 

Nlchols'sBoys'.Ovm extJberance 
translateswell onfo the page. He has 
been compared with Herman Melvllle aml 
EmestHemin·gway and shortlistcd forthe 
William HIii spons book prize for A Voyage 
For Madmen (hls book about the· first 
Golden Globe single-handed, non-stop 
round·tha.wotld race in 1968). 

He was inspired to write abolll: Darwin 
and FltzRoy because he believes the latter 
had been so overlooked. "He started the 
Met Office. He was a scientist of the first 
rank. If It hadr'l't been for FitzRoy,.Oanvin 
wo_uld have been a beetla.collectlng 

parson puttlngoutthe occaslonal 
monograph." 

The sailing aspect provided more 
obvlous·appeal. "lieie was a tub of a boat 
belngsai!edtc Tierra del Fuego, the 
graveyard of ship�, a ferocious place with 
hurricane-force wmdsand unknovm rocks 
where sal!crs stil! fear to go. And there, 
FitzRoy tookthe most precise,delicate 
measurements." 

Toe awful irony, Nichols says, Is that 
Flt.zRoy, "a fanatical Christlan', was 
"obliterated' by Darwin's theories in On 
the Origin of Species, a heresy which 
drove him to suicide. 

Flred bythe travels of Oarwin and 
FitzRoy, Nichols wants to spend some 
time on a boat fn Tierra del Fuego. 
'Everyuling In ltfe Is guaranteed: you go to 
work, come home, watch TV. Well, I have 
an abt1orrence of the humdrum. I need to 
feel feiir." Having said that, he adds 
quletly, his greatestedventure may yetbe 
to come: hls second wife, Roberta, is 
expecting hisfirst chlfd ln August 

TlmTeeman 

Ccmtl-■1d fro., ,a11 1 
that he had tncounkred 10.-ie 
of itl inhabita,_tl, "beinr; the 
nr,t nnie, I h■d tvar met".
Goin11 well b1yond hi, Admi­
r1lty brief, he had ttk:en on 
board two men, a boy and a 
1irl, who had acco1Ipanied
him bad: to England. Hi1 pl111 
\fll to introduce them to the 
"benefit of oor h1bit1 and lan­
guge", belore rlltumin1 them 
to Tie1udel Fuego u miuion­
uie1, chur;ed \fith cil"ili1in1
their comp1triot1. 

History wobbled, and they sailed on 
by depression. He stopped eat­
ing. Darwin described his con­
dition in a letter home as "a 
morbid depression of spirits, 
and a loss of all decision and 
resolution. The Captain was 
afraid that his mind was be­
coming deranged", It seemed 
that the voyage might have to 
be cut short. 

compatriot sank deeper into 
isolation. Ht< was in the prime 
of his !ife. The unceasing im­
portuning to strict Christian 
behaviour must have been a 
living hell to a healthy, primi­
tive man. There is no record of
any seJ..1.ial liaisons he might 
have formed with, for exam­
ple, servant girls, but it is 

known that he fastened his 
attentions on Fuegia Basket. 

him ashore- revealed a char­
acter that fascinated him as 

milch as any natural phenome­
non he encountered on his 

voyage around theworld."Fitz­
Roy's character was a singular 
one," Darwin wrote years later
of the aristocratic young sea 
captain. 

nowhere recorded whether 
she was pleased to come back 
or not - to be left here with 
he1· 28-year-old suitor York 
Minster. Fuegia was still only 
12 years old at the most; an 

intuitive, empathic and clever 
girl, to be sure, but such at­
tributes may not have helps<d 
her at this moment, when 

simple dumb ignorance might 
have been preferable 

For four days the English­
men worked at preparing the 

January 26 a few Fuegian m1m 
tried to force their way into 
the English encampment 
York and Jemmy told FitzRoy 
that they were sure they
would come to no harm, and 
Matthews appeared as steady
as ever. FitzRoy was impressed 
by hls stoicism. At sunset, the
boats paddled away1 leaving 
the settlers behind. 

For a week, Darwin and Fitz­
Roy had exciting but relatively 
trouble-free cruising. But on 

gave no argument, despite his 
former zealotry. 

FitzRoy had done his best 
Surely, his faith in all he held 
to be true assured him, God 
would take this seed and make 
it grow. Darwin was not so eas­
ily pe1-suaded: "It was quite 
melancholy lea\'ing our Fue­
gians amongst their barbarous 
countrymen," he said. "They 
have far too much sense not to 
see the vast superiority ofcivi­
lised over unci�ilised habits; & 
yet I am afraid to the latter 

they must return." 

managed to save most of his be­
longings. He and Fuegia the11 
urged Jemmy and his family to
move with them, with all their 

belongings, to York's country, 
farther west There, while Jem­
my slept, York madeoffwithall
his goods, leaving him in his na­
ked, original state. An act of
consummate villainy, Danvin 

thought 

l twu 1 n11d1cheme,• Dtr­
\fin 100n c1me to re1liie, hnt 
Fil:IRoy h■d punoed it with 
enng,lic1! 1ca!. Of the four
Fuegian1, one died of a null­
pox YlITination. The other{,
named Tork Min1ter, l!jed 
about 27. Jimmy Button, l◄, 
ind Fue1i11. Buk,t, 111 eight­
yeu-old :ii:irl, hid heen !od1ed 
in Waltham,toll", "here they 
attended the local lri1nt 
school. Hert they learnt En!j­
li1h, arithmetic ■nrl "the buic
truth1 or Chri1ti1nity". 

IT was not lon11 before Fitz­
Roy WU told \fhat\HI h1ppen­
in11. That th, IWUI child,
,dored by 10 mtny, \YU blV­
ing 1ex 1'ilh a hu!k:ing 11v11.11e
1pelkd di•1ter for fil:IRoy. 
U1iog hiK pO\TCr!'ul relatlvca to 
per:.uade the Admiralty that 
hit earlier Sooth American Kur­
TCY wn 1eriou1ly Incomplete, 
be mil.de ready to return hi•
Fuer;itm to their nalift!and. 

But FitzRoy was a good 
frieml, after his own fashion, 
to Darwin. He encouraged his 

naturalist activities, putting his 

crewand ship ;indthe facilities 

of the Royal Navy at Darwin's 

disposal. As the voyage wore 
on, Darwin's mounting collec­
tion - boxes and barrels or
plants and animals - was 

constantly shipped back to 
England, free of charge, by 
navy ships. Bul FitzRoy did
not like to be challenged in 

'The perfect equality of the inhabitants 
will prevent their civilisation, A shirt is 

torn up to be shared immediately' 

Ten months later, the Beagle 
was back in Tierra del Fuego. 
Darwin was struck by the exist­
ence of the unreconstructed 
Fuegians in their natural envi­
ronment "I never saw more 

AFTER farewells and more 
present-giving the next day, 
the Beagle sailed away. Darwin 

was glad to see the last of the 
Fuegians. Scientifically, they 
fascinated him, hut he had 
grown sick of their Incessant 
importuning. FitzRoy's great 
e,cperiment seemed to have 
failed utterly. Darwin had al­
ready noted what he believed 
to be a crucial impediment to 
the improvement of the aborig­
ines of Tierra de\ Fuego: 

Fu,gia and Jemmy mad,
:ii:ood progre1,. Rut the hull­
ini, brcodinJ York: Min�ter 
churned nobody. He did not 
enjoy the d111room, in which
he w11 o:pected to 1it along-
1ide s.,an children, 1in!l;in!(,
cl1ppin11 and mouthing hi• 
alph■bet by rote. York \H., too 
old ind fully formed to 
cl11n?;e, to 1puk:le \Tith Chri,­
Lian ,·alu11. He \UI as ma­
rooned in England 11 \TU 
Cro101 on hi1 i1l1nd, and mu1t 
hue be,n a profoundly lonely 
and unhappy man. 

A1 the h,c Fuejitn children 
continued to thrive ti 1chool
in W1llh11m1!ow. their 11.dult 

The Btar;lt, with Damin
and hi1 in1tromenu on baud, 
,•,eigh�d anchon un n�cem­
ber 27, 18]1. Amonj the other 
p111enger1 were the Wtl!hQ.m-
1to1': Fuegian1, 1 young mi,� 
�ion11J', Richud M1tthe1n,
and thoJC item1 thought necc! 
m1 to recrute 1 1ittle pieeeof
God-leuing Engl11Jd on the 
wild cout of Tierra de! Fue10 
- chamber pot1, tea tray,, 
crock:ery, . bener hal:J ind 
1fhite linen 

Oarwin '1 1udden, proxiinity 
to Fit:iil-,...,..,eatin11 with him 
d1ily, oflen accOinpanying 
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argument and Darwin had settlement tliat Matthews, 
problems in settling into a York, Fuegia and Jemmy were 

submissive role. If he had felt to call home. They gave them
freer to express his views. he the best the Royal Navy and 
might have warned FltzRoy missionary zeal could pro,jide. 
against the crazy idea oftrying The sailors erected three
to create a civilised socfoty in homes. These were called "wig­
Tierra di=l Fuego. warns", fashioned, like the na-

lt was Fuegia Basket who tive e11closures, ofsaplings ,md 
bad the strongest reaction to thatched with grass and twigs. 
the si�ht of her countrymen in Near the wigwams, the sea­
their original state - her first men stepped off a good-sized 
in two·and-a-half years. She plot and dug, planted and 
was plainly terrified. After two �owed a kitchen garden. A 
yean; of • total - immen;ion growing n_umber of Fuegians 
among the most fragrant of looked on. Relations with the 
English sensibilities, 'she was Englishmen were initially har­
shocked �Jn-�MiP:•.rWl.�ffi��"c,·lll(?l):iOµ�:but;$ere were sever­
and brute �ppearance. Il i, ar attempts at thieving. On 
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miserable creatures;stunted in 
their return to the encamp- their growth, their hideous 

ment, FitzRoy's darkest faces bedaubed with white 
visions were realised. The zeal paint & quite naked. Their red 
and stoicism of Matthews had skins filthy and greasy, their 

collapsed in the face of the hair entangled, their voices 
rude attention directed at him. discordant, their gesticulation 

"The perfect equality of all 
the inhabitants will for many 
years prevent their civilisation: 
even a shirt or other article of 
clothing is immediately torn 
into pieces to be shared. Until 
some chief rises, who by his 

power might be able to keep to 
himself such pre:;ents, there 
must be an end to all hopes of 
bettering their condition," 

At first there had been only violent & without any dignity. 
"a few quiet natives". But three Viewing such men, one can 

days after the English boats hardly make oneself believe
had left, canoes full of rowdier that they are fellow creatures 

Fuegians had turned up to be- placed in the same world . . .' 
devil him both night and day. Jemmy Bulton paddled out 
Despite comtant assurances to meet them. FitzRoy asked 
from Jemmy to the contrar}', him what had happened to 
Matthews told FitzRoy that he York and Fuegia. After the Bea­
believed he would be killed gle had left, the year before, 
FitzRoy decided to take Jemmy told them, other Fue­
Matt:hews away ,with- him ·Of!· . ·v.sloo:�-ll,�\\!illR·llf.the settlement, 
the Beagle, and the missionary had raided the camp. York had 

FitzRoy would not admit it. 
He persisted, even now, in see­
ing a hopeful outcome. But the 
st:ress must M�gme:;i!l. on 

him because he was ovs<rtaken 

Philip Howard on computer nerds and kissing 

00 ���;�� ;���;u�:;!nd 

moved away to the wolds of 
Lincolnshire. The computer 
has taken over their life. 
They don't want any friends 
except those on the ·Internet, 
I have given up on them, 
as I refuse to buy a 

computer. ! am convinced 
that they have lost their 
marbles. - Douglas Brown, 
Brentwood, Essex 

!:r.fi Nol their marbles, but 
� their values. The 
computer is the wizard of the 
modern world, a source of 
lnfonn�tion and power, and 
a comfort for the lonely and 
antisocial. But bloodless 

surfing and "blogging" on the 
internet can become a 
substitute for real life only for 

extreme nerds. A friend sticks 
by his mortal friends in order 
to see them through their 

temporary infatuation with 
their new toy. They will soon 
find that a keyboard is no 
substitute for real !ife. 
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Saturday but they didn't turn 
up. We went to a great deal
of trouble to prepare the 
meal and my husband was 
looking forward to a serious 
wine-tasting. He had opened
several bottles, Including a 

magnum of champagne. 
Despite having an 
acceptance from them with 
the date down In writing, we 
have not heard from them, 
and are reluctant to 
rearrange a date. We 
wouldn't have minded them 
not coming, but were pretty 
peeved that they could not 
be bothered even to phone 
to say that they could not 
come. What should we do? 
- Name and address withheld 
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to conclusions. It is ultra-bad 
behaviolll', but surely there 

may be a good excuse. 
D]saster? Death? Family 
crisis? Absent-mindedness? 
Cock-up? Stay cool, ruid 
ask, sympathetically, not 
indignantly: ''We missed 
you on Saturday night 
Whatever happened?" 
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of accepting a wedding 
Invitation. - Name and 
address withheld 
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Lady Wedding Breakfast for
their invitation to their 

daughter Agatha's wedding, 
and have (much/great) 
pleasure in accepting. Or . .
regret that they cannot 
accept because of a previous 

so unless the service had 
been horrendous and l vrnu!d 
then explain why. The world 
will be a more civilised place 
when waiters are paid 
a decent wage, and the 
patronising necessitv to tip 
is removed. Many ri!staurants 
pre·empt the prohlem hy 
putting a service charge on 

your bill. Failing that, the 

generous d iner tips anyway, 
unless he has grave cause 

for complaint. 

d:�:�::tfum1?
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. from different cultures. 

00 ��1!���
a

��!��s �i. I feel ��:�t ::��f!i1:��:=�n
that a tip should be given the sex.es, !s forbidden , 
only if the service has been whereas In others anything 
good. After all, one would less than a kiss Is 
complain If the food was considered a bit cold. How 
bad so whY should the staff do I anticipate what Is 
receive extra money for appropriate? - Donald 
poor or average seivlce'? Am Fletcher, Southampton 
I Just being a stingy student 

��::-:e�:::;c�\
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e

�h� 
Hone, Clifton, Bristol woman should always be 

allowed to lead, particularly 

fA1 !0�e��t7�te����fd ��r�:
i

��t \� t��� w����
n 

for good service. But it has you have not met before is 
become such an accepted regarded as an insult. The 
part of eating in a restaurant gent follows the customary 
that it is ostentatious to procedures of the country, 
withhold it. J would not do dass and environment. 

Send letters to Modem Times, Weekend, The Times, 
1 Pennington Street, London E98 1TT; fax 020-7782 5125, 

or e-mail modern,times@thetimes.co.uk (including postal addreSS} 
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lt was UeutenantWickham, 
FitzRoy's loyal second-in-com­
mand, who brought his cap­
tain round. He urged him to ac­
cept the sufficiency of what 
they had already done and to 
continue the mission by cro�s­
ing the Pacific and rctumlng 
to England at the conclusion
of the circumnavigation all 
hoped tn achieve. 

FitzRoy pondered Wick­
ham's suggestion a short while, 
and then agreed. On Septcm­
ber 7, 1835, almost four )'ears af­
ter leaving England, the Beagle 
sailed away from the continen­
tal coast of South America. 

History had wobbled for a 
moment as Fit2Ro;/s despair 
got thc better of him; the Bca­
gle had almo.t turn('d arouml 
and sailed for home. But then 
her captain recovered, and sh!! 
poinl�d her bow northwe>l 
toward a sma!\ scattering of 
islands on the Equator, and
history shifted its weight on to 
tile lleog/e's unsusp�cting nah1-
ral philosopher. 

OThis is an edited extract 
from Evolution's Captain, by 
Peter Nichols, published on 
June 26 by Profile Books, 
£16.99, or £13.59 plus 
£1.95 p&p from Books Direct 
(0870·160 8080; ½WW.times 
online.co.uk/booksd1rect) 

Rohert Gillen from 
Edinburgh wanled to 
know if readers agreed 
wilh his theory that 
the further south one 
!ravels in England, the 
more penny-pinching 
and nit-picking people 
become over money. 

Yes. Scots are an 
extraordinary mixture 
of generosity and 
meanness, .wild excess 
and Calvinist. dourness 

Strange, lovely people. 
Some Scots are absurdly 
generous, and the 

suburbal). English can be 
absurdly haughty and 
stingy. It is no excll..'le lo
say that the English are 
shy. You must educate 

us by your generosity. 
PH 

John Thomson, Barnet: 
"Everyone knows that 
Scotsmen are notoriollS
sh.utsporrans, Two taxis 
collided in Aberdeen: 
IS injured." 
R. Rumsey, Rendcomb, 
Glos: "The Scots are not 
mean. Neither are the 
southerners. They just 
don't rabbit on about 
thei r  generosity." 
David Agress, Newport 
Beach, Ca!ifomia: 
"I know some of the 
loveliest people in the 
South of England, as 
generous with their time, 
money and friendship as 
any folk on the face of 
the earth. I regret that 
your experience hasn't 
betin the same." 

[Q1 �:;;�:�f:;\�ur 
years but he still has 
dinner with hls ex-wife 
to •celebrate• their 
wedding anniversary 
every year. They don't 
get together at any 
other time of year and 
she has slnce remafrled 

and had a baby. Why 
does he do this, when 
he knows how much it 
hurts me? - Sandie 
BlackWood, Derby 

Readers Ql'e irivited to 
send resi,onses by June 
19. ,'l. selection Wm be 
printed in a fortnight. 
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