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N.B. This is an earlier verdon of a piece later re-written by 1.M. of which there is only a print-out
currently available at Lode. It isa provisona and unchecked account. Please treat as such.

The Scientist

It isthe chief curiogty of Robert's life that he wrote his most important book at a time when he was
in adate of nervous exhaudtion verging on breskdown. How this affected the work it is difficult to say.
Would it have been better if he had been in hisentirely "right mind"? Or in that condition would he have
judged too clearly that it was unwise to proceed? Nowhere is there a clue about why he made the
decison to write Vestiges of the Natural History of Creation during arest curein St Andrewsin his
fortieth year. Reasons suggest themsdves, he needed something absolutely absorbing to focus his
atention away from his own problems; the desre to write it had been growing in him for some time and
he just hed to let off the head of steam that had been gathering; the desire for a change of lifestyle had
aso been frugrating him, and he felt this book might provide the openings he was looking for.

A series of letters written from St Andrews, reveds the nature and the extent of Robert's problems.
The fact that he homed in on William as the chief contributor to his collgpse is symptomatic of a
particular form of mental confuson. His letters show an untypical note of hysteria, a thrashing round for
someone to blame, and William was a& hand. This was not dtogether fair obvioudy, and as nobody has
bothered to preserve the answers that William gave, and perhaps defences againg the accusations, it is
hard to make judgments.

One letter is especidly irritable and accusing; "the apparent impossiblity of getting you to associate
harmonioudy in the employment of other pens was partly what led me to resolve upon taking some
other course of life" he wrote. Robert's first articles had aways been one of the most popular parts of
the Journal, and rather naturaly William wanted him to continue writing them, without being aware of
the strain they were causing. As Robert now explained: "it is very different to write when and what |
can, and to be pushed eterndly beyond the limits of both ability and inclination.” He mus have
mentioned this desire to be rid of the First Articles to other people, because a letter of 1839 from De
Quincey asksif he can take over this task.

It was written on the 23rd January 1839, seven years into the Journal. De Quincey was by that
time an indebted resident of the jail at Holyrood. "I have accidentally heard a report, upon which | now
found a proposa. The report was that you were weary of the connection with the Essays written for
your Journa...Nobody could have the presumption to (illegible) his ad upon so eminent a public
ingtructor as yoursdf in any other character than that of one who happened to have disposable leisure
offering to relieve another who had too little...I should be happy to furnish a series of Essayson Life and
manners, literature and other subjects...| am at present for 3 or 4 months to come condemned to fight
off creditors with one hand whilst with the other | furnish support for nine persons daily..” He
suggested as his firgt contribution "Conversation as Art." He was turned down it seems, which was a
pity, both for him, for Robert, and for the Journal.
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In St Andrews Robert frequently met the great Sir David Brewster, and was relieved to hear that in
his early days he suffered too; "he when engaged on a grest amount of hard work on his encyclopoedia
had experienced precisely the same morbid fedings which | have done in smilar circumstances.  For
one thing he became afraid to face people in the street and in waking home to his house in Coates
Crescent he used to go by Rose Street to avoid meeting anyone he knew. This was precissly my
cae...only | took aline of march under the rails on the south side of Princes Street. Evenin learning
about which fedings are disease there is an dleviating of the evil, for it removes the deplorable fear that
one is aout to go atogether a wreck. It is certainly a great pity that these things are not better
understood - only to think of the atrocious family persecutions againg me while | was in this Sate - dl
under the falsest suppositions - and that |1 could not take a Sngle evenings relief from my destructive
avocations by meeting with my friends, without having to suffer some annoyance for it...The unfortunate
results of this error are not yet terminated, Snce a throughly venery occurence in life can never be
sweetened in the memory.”

Here the suffering man and the interested researcher view his predicament together. Understanding
of mentd problems was, as he had so often noted in his writings, tenuous and vague. For him the
terrifying thing was not knowing the precise nature of what was happening to him. A dightly camer
letter, undated but written about the same time, expressed relief that his fear of madness was receding;
"now that | am aware of what is the matter with me, and convinced of its cause, | fed comparatively
rlieved. There is a very great difference between thinking onesdlf depressed and thinking onesdlf
diseased; and knowing the cause one may have some hope of removing it and recovering.”

The cause he was sure was overwork, and the cure to retreat from the Journal. "I do not see why
this step should not be taken, Perhaps you fed digposed to carry it on independently of me or with only
such occasional aid as| can give, and it may be possible to make an arrangement for that purpose. But
| do not think favourably of this scheme, which seemsto partake too much of the character of those half
measures which rarely or never succeed. My wish is for active life or bustle, free from the necessity of
exerting the higher powers of the intellect except when | choose."

Ancther letter, written in pencil so perhgps a draft only, added further thoughts on winding up the
Journal. William had proposed a Cyclopoedia of Roman Literature, which increased burden seems
ingppropriate a a time when Robert needed a rest; however the idea appeded and Robert even
wanted to extend it into French, German and Itdian literature "Indeed | have lately been considering
that speculaions of this kind might speedily supercede the necessity of any longer carrying on the
Journd...I dont know whether you will be startled to hear me speaking of discontinuing the Journa or
not. | daresay you once hinted a& some such notion yoursdlf...whether or not | am quite serious in
thinking that this step may be taken at the twelfth volume. My reasons are these. | fed that | have given
the best of my mind to the Journa dready, and tha hereafter | must be congantly a deteriorating
contributor...By being cut short at the twelfth volume it would be left as alarge, but not too large mass
of miscellaneous reading, containing the best productions of humour, fancy sentiment and philasophy
which my mind could give while it was at its meridian...The second and strongest reason is thet | now do
think that | now reguire to make some considerable change in my course of life, ordinary monotonous
literary employment | find reduces me to a condition of mind far from being sound, involving a
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sengtiveness and irritability incompatible with the common rules of life, and which are productive of the
extremest misery, insomuch that only under some pretty srong incitement, from company, or while
engaged in some engrossing amusement, that | ever enjoy even common serenity of mind, not to spesk
of cheerfulnees or happiness. | have long battled with this, attributing it to al sorts of causes, or blaming
mysdf for it, but from finding relief in occasond change or budtle | am now convinced thet it is merdly a
disease, the result of too long protracted and too unvaried literary labour, particularly in the department
of firg articlesfor the Jour nal, which have aways been peculiarly tasking. Congenid and encouraging
springs around me might have softened these allittle, but | daresay nothing could quite extinguish it.”

The letter continued to put forward aternatives to the Journal, and discussed the young man Wills,
under congderation as an editorial asssstant. Here Robert suddenly reverted to a norma tone, his
sharp, critical eye unimpressed by a specimen article of the gpplicant; "He may be a very respectable
young man on other accounts, but no true literary man, no man with ared gift for literature could have
expressed himsdf as he has done in the first sentences of that article...It may be as well to get what
work from him you can during the currency of the fortunately brief engagement, but I'm satisfied that he
is not the man for us..." In fact Wills stayed with them, married their sster Janet, went on to become a
prop to Charles Dickens and remained a close and supportive friend.

Robert showed this | etter to Anne, and she sent a covering one to William, both written in December
1842. "I fear you may be greetly startled by it as | was' she wrote, as if this was the firgt she had
heard of the plan to fold up the Journd. ™Y ou will perceive that Robert has now come to the conclusion
that his mind is rather unsound, partly in a diseased sate, and he fedls he cannot long continue with this
incessant menta exertion. | fear this is too true, he is irritable and sendtive to a degree that you can
hardly imagine...Last night when he gave methe letter toread  (afew words illegible) merely because |
did not dl a once jump to his opinions, but quietly gave him a few arguments againgt passages, he |eft
me quite disoncerted and with tears in his eyes said 'If | have not you for afriend | have nobody and if
you do not confide with me can | expect others to do s0." | tried to convince him that it would redly
have been sy to say anything he proposed was right but this would not do, and it was only by writing a
kind conciliatory note and sending it to his room that he afterwards spoke pleasantly and camly...I think
from this small statement from me you may better understand his case and be able to guide what will be
the best course to take. | think you cannot blame me for expressing this trifling weekness when the
matter is o good. To another living soul in this world | would not own that he had a fault with the
exception of this partid unsoundness which | doubt time may remove..."

Anne went on to explain that travel, variety and change, were the cures for Robert's depression, and
he could write the while. "He is sadly afraid that Mr Wills is not to turn out a good writer and if that
would prove to be the case it would tie him more down than ever. Of course if Robert were going from
home for weeks a atime | would require to go with him for he finds it is dull to be aone...I think we
had better not say one word to your mother either about Robert or this. Sheis | fear so weak that she
would not bear any shocks..." Anne went on to thank William and his wife for presents to her children
and ended with a burst of concern: "l am serioudy anxious about Robert, his condition...by the low
desponding tone of his letters, and | think | will cut out two or three bits of them to show you. Hetold
me how very kind you had al been to him and what a very pleasant dinner party you had had, but
notwithstanding al this he fdt quite depressed. | then said that he must now be fully aware tha the
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kindness or unkndness of his friends had nothing to do with the change of his mind. He owned tha he
had now come to the conclusion that it was menta exertion done at the same time that the kindness and
affection of friends soothed him greetly.” Bedieve me your mos affectionate Anne she ended; that and
the dlusions to William and Harriet's kindness shows they had done their best to help Robert, in spite of
his accusations.

By April the following year, 1843, Robert was writing from Edinburgh: "I have now sdttled on this,
that | contemplate going to London permanently at the close of this year. He (William) said he was
willing to make any arrangements that would answer my views - to go himsdlf if | chose - but | thought it
best for the generd interest that | should be the London resident as the more literary person ...This may
then be considered as a nearly certain prospect, but we need not speak of it yet. | shal be somewhat
concerned to leave good kind hearted St Andrews, and the links, but on the whole the movement will
be advantageous and it will be a great pleasure to sttle findly down again, and have dl things arranged
about us as we would wish. | shdl for my part enjoy the business of collecting a library about me
vadtly."

Thisisamuch cadmer and more rationd letter, but aweek later he wrote "If | could only keep up my
spirits al would be wdll, but for saverd days | have not been so chearful and the irritability of my nerves
isso greet that | can scarcely deep. | think | should have been much better at home this week, there are
S0 many unpleasant associations about Edinburgh.”  This in spite of the fact that his mother was there,
and ill; shedied sx months later. Ten days later he wrote from Eccles Hotel in London; "I am glad to
say tha | continue on the whole better in spirits than when | left you though somehow my nervous
irritability is even greater than it was then, so much so that whatever fatigue | undergo | cannot deep
much above four hours out the four and twenty. However | cannot help but be convinced that this
would entirdy vanish if | was absorbed in some active employment.  The roughing about and the lively
humour of my companions do me a great ded of good during the day, but it is chiefly while lying awake
in the morning that | fed the nervousness. To prevent it as far as possible | avoid dl indulgence in
liquors for the excitement of sightseeing and generd novdty of circumstancesis bad enough without that
addition. Indeed | now have a much higher opinion than before of the suburbs of London, and fed no
doubt that it will be possible to get a very pleasant resdence if we do take the flight now contemplated.”

A few tranquillisng tablets would have helped Robert with his"nerves' and deeplessness.

A couple of weeks later. fill in London, he wrote; "My only evil lies in solitude, monotony and the
want of mae society of the kind to awaken and interes my mind. | begin to fed a hopefulness risng
within me regarding our future life here, asiif it were likely to be something very superior to what | have
known for many years, and in the hope done | experience much gratification. It was not till yesterday
that | got calls made upon my friendsin the west, | firgt cadled upon Mr Carlyle and hislady a Chelsea
and found them comfortably lodged in a £35 house in a dullish street but about to be driven from it by
the maddening disharmony of a neighbouring pianoforte worked from morning till night by alearner...”
Thomas Carlyle spent a lot of time being disturbed by noises, he made himsdf a sound proof room so
as not to have his nerves shattered by passing trains, but continued to grumble. Robert went on to vigt
a more cheerful Mrs Hall, a regular contributor to the Journal, who would look out for houses for
them.
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In June Robert was in Edinburgh again and announced that William had offered to be the one to go
to London "so after dl it is agreed that we shal hold the maiter in suspense for a few months and then
consder which shal be the moving party.” One of them had to go, since their rdationship had reached
apoint where "l fed that | could not live in Edinburgh if they live in it, sympathies having been 0
disupted | should fed it as a condant punishment. Even dready | find the whole association
disaagreedble in the extreme. Thelr ideas are not my idess, ther friends are not my friends - even the
way in which one of these persons declines having a potato at dinner excites in me an antipathy beyond
decription.” A sad dtate of affairs, and Robert was no doubt exagerrating, but rightly or wrongly he
blamed his brother for his condition. This was the occason when he gave his tak on savings a the
Chambers firms soiree, and he was able to tell Anne "It is amazing how prosperous everything is about
the whole concern...Page gives satisfaction and Wills is ill in good form.”  However irritating William
was a the dinner table, he was keeping the company together a atime of criss, with the hep of Wills
and Page; who was eventudly to give agreat ded of dissatisfaction.

In August Robert was back in Edinburgh with more thoughts on their move. "If London be the
choice after dl | am rather inclined to try it for a year with you in a furnished house without the children.
| have been pondering whether | ought not pass the remainder of life in Scotland if | get s far
emancipated from duty as to be able to give mysdlf up to favourite lines of study, but how this
emancipation - whether my alowing things to go on as they best might without me, kegping my means
thusin the line (Sc) of business, or withdraw with alimited competency - perhaps £600 a year - and be
content with a very moderate style of living, regded by the pleasure of following favourite pursuits. The
last plan is obvioudy the least advantageous for the family, yet men often give up the red means of
happiness for the little more and the little more...I would certainly choose Musselburgh as a place of
resdence as there | should be able to resort to libraries etc in Edinburgh and adso have means of
amusement...indeed it is highly desirable that while part of vigorous exisence remains | should be able
to address mysdf to one or two tasks of an important nature with which my name might heregfter be
connected...Y ou may be sure | shdl take no step without seeing very clearly my way before me.”

The thought of moving to Mussdburgh on £600 a year can hardly have been welcome to Anne,
about to produce her tenth child.  In none of hisletters does Robert mention the book he iswriting, and
sheistranscribing; the book to launch him into a world he wants so much to be a part of, shedding the
essay's, concentrating on geology with dl the powers of hisbrilliant mind. It al cameto nothing. A letter
of the following February, 1844, when he was moving back to Edinburgh to live in the house his mother
had occupied in Atholl Crescent, hinted at a reason. "l continue to get very pleasantly dong at the
office- W. isredly quite a different person from what he used to be, he now is a civilised being, a pity
to have spent ten years of life without enjoyment because he could not or would not exemplify the
manners of an ordinary Chrigtian." Whatever William's change of mind, Robert's was patently restored,
and though he continued to suffer from vague bouts of depresson and deeplessness, he never became
serioudy unhinged again, though he continued to write for the Journal, produce biographies, revise his
work on folklore and produce a great many articles and pamphlets on sea-margins and glaciers.

One last st of letters, of 1859, show that the brothers were till a odds, and both of them by this
time were exasperated with the behaviour of their young brother David which didn't hdp. William's wife
Harriet had something to do with the problem too, how much it is hard to say. The angriest letter
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Robert wrote was on March 28 1859, and this time without the excuse of being mentally disturbed.

Harriet had written to him, and he said he didn't want to answer her, and continued; "1 have only to
say that you having chosen a life of dl but complete dienation from me and mine - for severd years
quite complete - being to dl experience cold and negative where my family fedings are most warmly
concerned - | have come in my turn to be dienated from your rooftree and my mord fedlings revolt &
any smulation of a friendship which has no exisence. Anne tells me you profess to be unconscious of
having given any cause for offence. And that may be quite true. To put yoursef for a quarter of a
century into such arelation to a brother that you do not know his children when you see them and they
do not know you, that some do not know where you live, and others never even saw you, that the only
thing he has for years heard from you regarding the most innocent and defenceless of them is arepetition
of injurious tittle tettle from mean sources, is not exactly giving cause of offence, it is only securing the
loss of affection. Such aframe of life towards not only mysdf but others as nearly related to you, should
make it no surprise to you that | decline joining in an affar where you appear as the generd
benefactor.... The seed however is sown and its fruits appear. Our new form of relation, so different
from that of early and apparently less fortunate days, is fixed, and there will henceforward remain. |
have taught mysdlf to submit to it, and the best you can do isto learn the same lesson.”

This sad and angry letter echoes the fedings expressed in an earlier one of 1843. "You and | have
made wonderful progress in the world, but there has been one eement sadly wanting, anong us al, the
cultivation of the socid fedings. Many people have more happiness in comparative poverty from being
pleasant and kind to one another, than we with al our unexampled prosperity...it may only be necessary

that business connections cease” The curious aspect of the whole affair is that business in fact
prospered for dl the unpleasant interviews and acerbic correspondence. William and Harriet long
outlived Robert and Anne, and the Chambers firm throve when dl of them were dead. The blame for
the rift is hard to gpportion, but some of it probably lies in William's unhappy marriage, childlessness,
and great empty mansion by the Tweed; it must only be a guess. It is interesting to note that Robert
mentioned "years' of trouble al those years when the par of them were triumphantly teking the
publishing world by storm.

S Andrews was chosen for its good sea air, its links, its universty and library and accessihility;
Robert made frequent trips back to the office during the eighteen months they were there. It was a
quiet, conservetive town, noted for its alegiance to the Jacobite cause, its United College "dingy, rude
and ruinous to a degree, provoking the contempt of strangers’ Robert noted though the town was
presently being knocked about by its provost Playfair. He was laying down smooth dab pavements
each side of Market Street furnished with a double row of gas lamps, work that was appreciated by dl
except the painters who died in large numbers from white lead poisoning. He aso ordered the pulling
down of houses he conceived to be in the wrong place, freshened up areas round the port to the
advantage of the fishermen, and laid out a splendid garden for himself to show what could be done. A
letter from Anne shows that Brewster was fighting againg the provogt's plans. "Oh that Sir David| what
athorn in the Sde of St Andrews he ig It is frudrating to see the Mayor's efforts for the benefit of the
place thwarted." Thorns in the flesh of "improvers’ were to be welcomed; it was a pity that some of
them were not there to prick provost William Chambers when he set about improving Edinburgh.
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The Chambers took Abbey Park, alarge mansion overlooking the ruined cathedra and its graveyard
(where Robert would one day li€), near the sea but close to the market place, university and golf links.
Here Robert settled down to write, and in the afternoons played golf, and enjoyed with Anne the socia
lifeof acivilised community. He joined the locd Philosophical Society, whose president was Brewster;
it must have given him wry amusement to think what his fellow philosophers would think if they knew
what he was working on in his room round the corner. St Andrews, and the adjacent coast was rich in
geologica formations, raised beaches, glacid valeys and the like, and one can imagine his tired mind
expanding in new directions as he waked the rocks, amind that was not only expanding but filling with
an excitement that he was to share with the world.

Whether the revelation came in aflash of sudden enlightenment, or was a dow process, the result of
wide reading and of the reports of the geologists, dmost daly unearthing new and unsettling evidence,
Robert didn't reved. "Those dreadful hammers' Ruskin bewailed, "I hear the clink of them at the end of
every cadence of the Bible verses” A lot of people were hearing them and trying to reconcile their
beliefs about the creetion of the world with what Hugh Miller caled "The Tesimony of the Rocks."
One of the people listening with close atention was Robert Chambers. To his ad, bringing into sharp
focus what had been fuzzy guesswork, were more sophisticated microscopes and tel escopes.

Some scholars have suggested that Vestiges was long in Robert's mind, that it was the natura
outcome of the generd current beief in progress, and particularly of the assumptions of the libera Whig
politics of his Edinburgh circle, centring on George Combe.  The thinking is that gradud sustained
development was the way the world had evolved and that in his book Robert would prove that this law
of nature judtified the socid measures he and his friends advocated; dow and steady advance, how the
world had dways worked from the beginning.

Given his gate of mind as he sat down to collect his thoughts, the libera views of his friends would
not seem to have been a positive influence. Freed of the weekly grind of Journal articles, that mind,
tired and disturbed as it was, could at last concentrate on a mass of new (and not so new) information
that had been "in the ar" for hdf a century, a fant but increasing buzz about a saggering shift of
perception of the world, whose implications would be as great as the discoveries of Copernicus and
Gdlleo.

The Frenchmen La Place, Maupertius, Buffon, Diderot, Montesquieu, Lamarck, freer than the
church-bound British to express their views, had been throwing out hints; Lamarck indeed had more
than hinted, he had written a carefully argued work on evolution which only erred in giving too much
emphasis to the unproven theory of the inheritance of acquired xharacteristics. But the French
Revolution linked anarchy and scientific studies, safer to stay with aworld created by an inventive God
in fits and starts, using floods and vol canos to wipe out mistakes, than to discard Genesis and settlefor a
materidigtic view of dow evolution ruled by chance and necessity.

One or two Germans had grown sceptical too; De Baer, Goethe, Leibnitz and Herder who amost
put his finger on the idea of natura selection with his "universd tendency to the maximum production of
living things which led to a struggle for existence and more highly organised and better adapted beings.”
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Dawin's grandfather Erasmus, a brilliant dilettante, thought that "dl warm blooded animds have arisen
from one living filament" and, with a few extra thoughts added by padeontologists, biologists and
geologigts, he was right. All of them were dancing round the fire as it were, throwing in pieces of
explosve new evidence, and then standing back from the flames. It only needed someone brave
enough, not only to face the flames, but to shape the blaze into a triumphant beacon.

To change the metaphor, the picture was clear, nearly dl the pieces of the jigsaw were in place, and
Robert Chambers was ready to assemble it, filling in the missing pieces as convincingly as he could. The
publication of Charles Lydl's Principles of Geology in 1830 was an enormoudy iomportant piece,
proving beyond reasonable doubt that vast expanses of time had gone to the making of the planet, and
that a succession of events, uninterrupted by floods or earthquakes but governed by scientific laws, had
produced a uniformitarian theory which could only be explained by evolution. What sort of God would
take s0 long, and make so many mistakes dong the way which needed to be wiped out by fire and
water, to make a world? Strangely Lydl himsdf took some time (nearly thirty years) to accept the
verdict for which he had provided the evidence.

As Robert sat down in his study, did he jot down the facts, for and againgt his Progressive theory
onewonders. If hedid the list would go something like;

1. A clear definition of species, provided as long ago as 1630 by John Ray, made it possible to
show how these had changed over time. Unfortunately both Ray, and later more forcefully the
Frenchman Buffon, had defined species as those "that breed among themselves so that one species does
not grow from the seed of another species’, a belief that continued to be held as a sacred truth even
when experiments in plant hybridisation had refuted it. Linnaeus refined Ray's work of categorisation,
and held the accepted view on species, though he was extremely shaken to find a toad flax plant which
had quite clearly broken the law and changed.

2. Fossl evidence which showed a distinct progress from the smple to the more complicated,
these last being generally nearest to the surface.

3.A persstence of species from one geologica erato another, which made constant creation,
deluges and volcanos ridiculous.

4. A world infinitely older than previoudy imagined or the Bible implied; the mere presence of
river valeys gave the lie to "congtant creetion.”

5. "Unity of form™ in the structure of vertebrates, which the work of Buffon and Cuvier had made
evident, showing not only that they were related but that they had a common ancestor.

6. Studies of larva and embryo which seemed to show a recapitulation of the process of species
evolution, or a least again point to acommon origin.

7. The presence of rudimentary organs.

8. A basic law underlying dl the endless varieties and stratagems of the organic world, aslad forth
by naturdists from John Ray onwards. 9. Proof that the world was not only incredibly ancient, but
that it had changed gradudly and uniformly as Lyel had shown, and was not the plaything of avacillating
deity.

10 Geographic digribution of the same animds in widely varying dimates and conditions, and,
equdly at variance with the Bible story, the same climate being the home to a huge variety of species.

Robert was accused of "baseess speculation” which is hard to understand, given that he speculated
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on the same bases used by Darwin and Huxley. What he couldn't produce was the exact mechanism of
change, the vita force which propeled life dong, and which he could only cdl the Law of Development.
Others had groped with equa vagueness towards a definition; "blind purposiveness' "formative force”,
"inner potency”, “internd principle’, "hidden predispogtion® or just "tendency to change' were
suggestions thet floated nebuloudy in the academic arr.

When and if Robert wrote his list For Evolution, he might have drawn a line and added a column
Againg. There were long gaps in the fossil evidence. There was the sudden gppearance of groups of
more advanced cregtures in the lowest strata which seemed to deny the theory of progress from smple
to complicated. There were sudden arrivas of new species without any gpparent "links', and equdly
sudden disappearances. There was no evidence to prove that superposition necessarily implied relation.

But the biggest sticking point was the law that like produces like, that cross breeding leads to
Serility. Sdective breeding in both the anima and plant kingdom was in progress, and Robert would
have done well to concentrate on this, as did Darwin, who by years of experiments in hybridisation
showed that the law had so many exceptions that nature, like man, could circumvent it. Robert offered
ingtead the modd of a God who had st the mechanism of the organic world going, but like the
caculating machine invented by Charles Babbage, God's computer had built into it the possbility of
deviaion. Like everything ese in the book, he suggested this as a hypothesis.  When Darwin read
Vestiges he gave the idea absolutely no attention, not an exclamation mark nor some sddines.
However ingenious, it was obvioudy unprovable as a theory unless the mind of God was an area of
scientific speculation, which was absurd.

This unscientific piety of Vestiges irritated both Darwin and Huxley, who didn't redise Robert's
efforts not to affront the parsons were more caculated than sincere. "Syest of obscurantists' was how
Schopenhauer described the men of the cloth, but Robert's family business relied to a consderable
extent on church schools buying the Educational Course, and he had to be tectful. His efforts to
convince the experts without antagonising the church were doomed to failure, but if Darwin and Huxley
had seen his private letters to Ireland they would have understood that his piety was contrived. "Those
dogs of clergy” he described them, and talked of "enlightening the people out of their present fata
Chridianity." "1 have been able to introduce some views about religion which will halp to keep the book
on tolerable terms with the public" he assured Iredland when the 6th edition gppeared. Uncomfortably
leading scientists were often clergymen.

Robert gave the clearest account of why he had written the book in his "Explanations’, a pamphlet to
refute some of the accusations that had been levelled againg him. His am he said was no less than to
solve the last greast mystery of science, where had life come from? He could not, in the light of recent
discoveries in the rocks, accept the old story that man was the exception to the rules that governed the
rest of the animal kingdom; dl life was one and connected. This unpdatable truth was the hardest his
readers had to swallow, and he softened it the best he could, but saw no way of evading it atogether.

In his uncertain state of mind it was a daunting task he set himsdlf; to solve the last great mystery of
life was, however, quite in vogue a thetime. Six years earlier a certain dilettante called Crosse thought
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he had done it when he found worms gppearing from nowhere. His discoveries caused a sensation at
the time, and were one of the unfortunate inclusions in Robert's book. It seemed necessary to show
how inorganic life had become organic before Robert could move on from the firgt dirrings of single
cdled exigtence through fishes, reptiles, birds, mammals to man.

The difficulty about reading Vestiges now - and it is a short book which can beread inaday - is
that it has logst the shocking impact it had in 1844. For dl its suspect examples and fase andogies, it
had hit on the truth, but a truth which has now become an dmost stde assumption. It is dso now a
meatter of little moment to many people that God has been shifted asde. At the time he was writing it
was a frightening possibility. Robert knew that, with the facts he presented, "there must be a complete
revolution in the view that is generdly taken of our relaion to the Father of our being.” A war would
have to be waged between the "cherished and the avowed" and the battlefield would be bloody. One
of the casudties had to be man's cherished view of himsdf as God's favourite, the only one with a soul.

And without a soul, what became of the incarnation,the redemption, the whole magnificent but now
seemingly hollow epic of Chridianity? Robert told the story of evolution as God-based, and had to find
ways round such difficulties. The origind plan was benevolent, the results the best that could be
expected. Dawin saw it otherwise; a panorama of crudty and injustice, waste and futility; facts
inescapable and scientificaly examined convinced him. When Vestiges was written there were less
facts, more guesses. But there was enough to devastate the clerics, one of whom Monck Mason spoke
for them dl.

Where was the human race that Jesus came to save he asked? Why redemption for creatures which
dill carried the remains of their gpe liketalls? Life everlagting for this animal linked through endless ages
with shellfish? Jesus was superfluousif Vestiges was right, dl their beiefs a mockery and ddusion. If
there was a God he was the one Pope had aridly written of:

"Who seeswith equa eye as God of dl

A hero perish or a sparrow fall

Atoms or sysemsinto ruin hurled

And now a bubble burst, and now aworld."

George Combe in a letter summed up Vestiges wdl; "its grand themes are development of dl
organised beings out of inorganic matter and the formation and government of the world by generd
laws" His brother Andrew pointed out; "Many men long before he was born advocated the principle of
the Creator acting in dl his doings on generd and unvaying laws, which is quite a different
guestion...while the trangtion theory seemed to me to be atended with greeter difficulty than that of
successve cregtion of new species of animas.”

The trangtion theory was what Vestiges was al about, as opposed to the creationism of current
thinking. Darwin cut down the cregtioniststo size; "Do they redly believe that a innumerable periodsin
the earth's history certain dementa atoms have been commanded suddenly to flash into living tissue?’
Herbert Spencer asked some equaly scathing questions about the theory of the sudden appearance of a
new species, "Is it thrown down from the clouds? or must we hold to the notion that it struggles up
from the ground? Do its limbs and viscera rush together from al points of the compass?' A current
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commentator, Professor Love oy, looks equally askance at the belief. "For no man outside a madhouse
ever behaved in such a manner as tha in which by this hypothess the Crestor of the universe was
supposed to have behaved;” not only wiping out his previous quite good idess, but replacing them with
others later to be discarded. They did redly believe it, and more firmly in 1844 and in Cavanigtic
Scotland.

Many clerics - who were often geologists which made it especidly difficult for them - produced
ingenious theories to try to explan what those wretched hammers were reveding. The Dean of
Westmingter decided that a single species of each genus had been created "in a plagtic condition” and
by interbreeding the rest had followed; his God was the kind of potter Huxley proposed, who made
moulds and then threw them away when a better idea occurred to him. Another cleric decided God
had produced dl the varieties for fun, "amogt like toysin ashop" as Darwin put it. They were partly for
His ddight, but more for the pleasure of His favourite, man.

But, Darwin argued, there were plenty of species before man gppeared. "Were the beautiful shells
of the Eocene epoch and the gracefully sculptured ammonites of the secondary period creeted that men
might ages afterwards admire them in his cabinet?' As for flowers, their beauty was not for man at al,
but, as his experiments proved, to attract insects. No matter, scientists continued to believe in their
verson of things, their verson of God. After al even the great Cuvier was a cataclysmist, who thought
that aworld flood explained the disappearance of species.

The Vestiges of Creation tried to steer a ddicate course through the seas of prgudice and
ignorance that surrounded the story of life on earth, but without much success. It met astorm of critiszm
and hodility from practicaly everybody but on one thing they dl agreed; it was very well written;
"powerfully and clearly" sad Lockhat, who didiked dmog everything about it; "seductive and
charming” thought Heiton in spite of its "wretched theory, fase facts and mogt unscientific science”
"clever but shdlow” Darwin dismissed it as, "scintillating” thought Charles Lamb. Huxley though didiked
its gyle, which he found rhetorical, and its pious undertones which he found unscientific.

Today its seductions are less obvious, and partly for the reason that its conclusions have long ceased
to surprise. We follow Robert's journeys through the solar system, down to earth to look at the ancient
rocks, where the first shelled creatures started to gppear; into the red sandstone where fishes with
scales that did not overlap "approximate to the form and armature of the crustaceans’ and so, dong a
road now familiar, up to mammals and man. There were no land animals to begin with because there
was no land; a mistake, but a reasonable assumption.

In the new red sandstone "a new and startling gppearance” left its fossls, a kind of monitor lizard.
And s0 through the saurians, (the dinosaurs), the insects of the oolite period, marsupias, clearly a"link",
up to mammas and a last carnivores, monkeys and man. In Sx breathrtaking chapters the reader is
propelled through limitless time and with absolute conviction Robert wrote; "that the organic creation
was thus progressive through a long space of time rests on evidence which nothing can overturn or
gainsay." Many would agree with him so far, but would ill ingst that each step forward had been a
new act of cregtion from on high.

11
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Now he fdt the need to explain how the whole process got started, how the dead universe became a
live and progressive one; to solve the great mystery in fact. Where was the move from inorganic to
organic and what triggered it off? He proposed an dectric current of some kind and referred to
experiments with mercury which crygalised into the shapes of plants, and saw the possibility that "the
Almighty Devisr might establish dl the vegetable forms with which the earth is overspread” by a
judicious use of eectric currents. He quoted the rather dubious experiments of a Frenchman to support
these unscientific cogitations, but worse was to follow.

If, he argued, this life-originating force, dectrical or otherwise, worked at the beginning, then it could
dill be active. For instance, where did the clover come from which appeared in fields where none had
been planted? Where did intestind parasites come from, being in places "having ho communication
from without." Some sort of spontaneous generation must have taken place, the Great Deviser behind it,
but men acting as His indruments in creating the right conditions, for ingtance that Mr Crosse whose
experiments in crystalisation produced tiny worms and whose work was enthusiagticaly carried on by a
Mr Weekes of Sandwich.

These were the fdse facts and unscientific science so scoffed at, and it was a pity this chapter
"Origin of the Animated Tribes' was ever written. He moved on to safer ground, and showed "an
advance under favour of peculiar conditions from the smplest forms of being to the next more
complicated and this through the medium of the ordinary process of generation." No Great Deviser or
Superhuman Potter here, but a naturd process an "inherent impulsg' for want of a more exact
understanding of the mechanics of change. Vague this might have been but others more eminent found
no better words for the process. There was one law that seemed to have been broken though, the
absolute rule that like produces like. Happily he had a possible dly in showing that this was not so
absolute; someone a lot more reputable than Mr Crosse; Charles Babbage Professor of Mathematics
at Cambridge.

Babbage had invented a machine, the most primitive computer, into which figures were fed to show
complicated progressons. The series of numbers accumulated in an orderly way, but then something
extraodinary happened. "The law which seemed at first to govern this seriesfaled at the hundred million
and second term™  and then again at the 2762 nd term and so on at different intervals. To Robert "this
powerfully suggests thet this ordinary procedure may be subordinate to a higher law which only permits
it for a time, and in proper season interrupts and changes it." This was not the creationist God,
congtantly interfering with life forms, but the Machine Maker, who on a grander scae than Mr Babbage,
had made laws which a intervas, and with His forethought, could be broken. The law that like
produces like was a case in point.

The mechanism of change ill had to be explained more fundamentdly, and he wrestled with the
problem. An excursion into the world of bees offered clues. The queen bees eggs developed into
either workers or drones, according to the food given to them. Here was change effected by conditions
in the egg; so why not the same results in the womb? Weak and poor mothers would give birth to
offspring changed for the worse, and vice versa. This principle could be stretched to imagine "an access
of favourable conditions sufficient to...make a fish mother develop a reptile heart, or a reptile mother
develop amamma one." an observation that drew plenty of exclamation marks from Darwin when he
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annotated his copy of Vestiges.

The Frenchman Lamarck had offered a theory of wants cresting habits creating changes in structure,
and Robert accepted thisin part, but thought it inadequate, "Climate, soil, temperature, land, water, air
- the peculiarities of food, and the various ways in which it is to be sought” dl these things working
together were sufficient, over time, to lead to adaptations and finaly transformations.

He made forays into linguistics and anthropology, interesting but flawed, before he reached the last
and mog difficult chapter, the inevitable end of the journey from the stars, mankind. Up to now, the
minds of men and of animas had been thought of as distinct. "the latter being comprehended under the
term ingtinct, while ours are collectively described as mind, mind being again a received synonym with
soul, the immorta part of man." Thisidea on investigation was untengble. "There isin redity nothing to
prevent our regarding man as especidly endowed with an immortd spirit, & the same time that his
ordinary mental manifestations are looked upon as smple phenomena resulting from organisation, those
of the lower animds being phenomena absolutely the same in character though developed within
narrower limits" Readers who had followed him this far would have choked on this distressng
concluson. They might have been mallified by along footnote, a quotation from Hope's "On the origin
and prospects of Man", in which immortality could be rescued intact from Robert's glum assumptions.

Hope assured his readers that the next life "promises us a mind like the present, founded on time
and space...amind composed of eements of matter more extended, more perfect and more glorious... a
mind which, freed from the partid and uneven combination incidenta to it on this globe, will be exempt
from the changes for evil...a mind which, no longer fearing deeth, the tota decomposition to which it is
subject on this globe, will thenceforth continue last and immortad.” As a convinced spiritudist, Robert
later accepted this vison himsdf, somehow accommodating it to his views expressed in Vestiges.

Inhis" Antiquity of Man" written nearly twenty years after Vestiges, Lydl confirmed Robert's
conclusion that the difference between man and ape was only one of degree. By then the brains of
primates had been studied serioudy, and in the case of chimpanzees only been found to differ in size.
Lyell, wise and cautious, did not fed able to pronounce how important was Sze in defining intelligence.
As for the "immaterid principle’, which could be defined as soul, reason or ingtinct, even the unbeliever
Agazziz admitted that "mogt of the arguments of philosophy in favour of the immortality of Man apply
equdly to ...other living beings™ Lydl, like others, thought the main difference was in an abstract notion
of good and evil, and "rdigious sentiments implanted by nature in his soul,” though he didn't elaborate
on what he meant by nature or the soul.

Robert found support for his own ideas in phrenology, a science to which he gave qudified support.
According to this, animas brains were divided in the same way as man's, each part in charge of a
faculty or emotion, though the areas were fewer and less subtle. This led to a short contemplation on
the mora problems involved, a subject not particularly relevant but much in his mind; "men begin to see
the true case of criminas - namdy that while one department are victims of erroneous socid conditions,
another are brought to error by tendencies which they are only unfortunate having inherited from
nature” This being the case the law must address itsdlf "less to the direct punishment than to the
reformation and care-taking of those ligble to its attention.” These were opinions he had often aired in
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the Journal, but could not help bringing up once more. This section of the book led his fiercest critic
Adam Sedgwick to say that the book must have been written by "some crack brained phrenologist.”

The last chapter took a look a the world seen through his thesis, "that the whole is complete on
one principle. The masses of space are formed by law. Law makes them in due time thegtres of
exigence for plants and animals, sensation, digpostion, intdlect are dl in like manner developed and
sudtained in action by law. The inorganic has one find comprehensve lav, GRAVITATION. The
organic, the other great department of mundane things, rests in like manner on one law and that is
DEVELOPMENT." It was not a very happy picture; suffering and inequdity everywhere, but the
Great Ruler of Nature had established laws which even He could not bresk and that was that. "Give
me extenson and movement and | will make the world" clamed Descates. Robert wanted
spontaneous generation and the law of development.

In fact his find concluson presented the Divine Ruler as a despot unconcerned for individuds, only
interested in the greet game. "It is clear, moreover, from the whole scope of the naturd laws, that the
individua, as far as the present sphere of being is concerned, is to the Author of Nature a consideration
of inferior moment. Everywhere we see the arrangements for the species perfect; the individud is left
as it were to take his chance amidst the melee of the various laws affecting him." Tennyson expressed it
in some of hismog famous lines,

"Are God and Nature then at strife
That Nature lends such evil dreams?
So careful of the type she seems
So cardess of thegnglelife.

So careful of the type? but no
From scarped dliff and quarried stone
She cries"A thousand types are gone
| care for nothing, dl shdl go.”

The book garting in the stars ended in an imperfect world which had evolved with the minimum of
interference from on high; no floods, no miracles, just creatures evolving and dying out for a variety of
reasons that were dill not clear, but would in time become so. It would, it had to, dl come right in the
end; Robert was sure of it, Tennyson convinced himself and the fearful doubting people who read him
that the shattering news they were hearing must not over-alarm.

"Tha God which ever lives and loves
One God, one law, one dement,
And one far off divine event
To which the whole creation moves.”

Robert had, he fdt, covered dl the important points, the fossl evidence, the presence of

rudimentary organs, the evidence of "links’, embryonic studies, geographical digtribution, unity of form.
He had done the best he could with the obstacles, such as the continuing presence of primitive forms,;
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this he had exlained by a process of "branching" rather than a ample ladder from bottom to top. Mr
Babbage's machine dedt (tenuoudy) with the mechanism of change, and other objections could be
explained by a smple lack of evidence about fossils, knowledge a present fragmentary but daily
growing. Even with some pieces till missng, the picture was clear.

Robert had moved his family back to Edinburgh in the spring of 1844, and V estiges was published
that autumn. He sent off copies to dl the top scientists, whose surprise and pleasure he eagerly
anticipated. In spite of his early precaution in remaining anonymous, he was surprisngly relaxed about
the impact of the book; unlike Darwin who confessed to his friend Hooker that telling the secret of
evolution was like "confessng a murder”. If he had known about the letters flying backwards and
forwards between the recipients of the free copies, urging one another on to deflate and demoraise such
an impogter, he would have been less cheerful. The one who finally agreed to spesk for them al was
Adam Sedgwick, the geologist and divine from Cambridge. Hisforty page outburst in the Edinburgh
Review of June 1845 drove Robert to write a long pamphlet, "Explanations’, to answer his scornful
guestions.

Why, Sedgwick asked, if there are such obvious links between species, can we not see them? Why
is evolution not Hill vigbly in progress? Why do "higher™ forms ill exist dong with the lowest in the
same draa? Why are there large gaps in the chain? During the periods of change, why did the new
species not get swamped? Changes would become ever more complex as the nervous systems
evolved; could the law of development explain dl this? In fact what was this law?

Sedgwick objected to the whole idea of a chain of being. "We have spent years of active life looking
for an ascending scae...but we looked in vain, and we were weak enough to bow to nature’ he wrote
with regd sdf assurance. Simply, Robert said, he had not looked far enough. It was like the man who
only knew juvenile schools and might say "Finding no specimens of humanity under 3 feet high we are
weak enough to bow to nature and believe that babes are a mere fancy.” The Woodwardian professor
must have writhed &t the "crack brained phrenologist” daring to question his research methods.

Sedgwick believed that God made the conditions, and then put in plants and animals to fit. Why
then asked Robert, did He wait endless ages, surveying seas bare of fishes, and land of creatures? It
made no sense, except in terms of his theory of transmutation, when long empty periods were exactly
what was required to alow changes to take place. As for Sedgwick’s objection that there was no
evidence of the trandtion from one species to another, did the professor know how to detect such
evidence? Rudimentary organs were an important one, and "the smple fact of reptiles following fish in
this grand march of life through the morning of time" could not be avoided.

Robert went on with this line of reasoning. Crocodiles showed the biconcave form of vertebra, the
dructure of teeth, the position of the nodrils, which linked them with fish, and the dinosaurs which were
an intermediary line "exhibit the most striking harmony with the theory of progressve development;” the
lowest had afish like body and tail, the highest "betray an approach to the mammdian type.” Sedgwick
was sceptical about this, he admitted (as a geologist he had to} that there was "a development of
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nature's kingdom, nearer and nearer to living types" but produced a convenient law of decline and fall
to account for this. Inventing unverifiable laws was anationa pastime, indeed internationd .

Scathingly, but accurately Sedgwick summed up the work "in which we learn that the humblest
organic structures began firt and were produced by Electricity or some like power of common
nature...That nature having thus made a start dl difficulties are over. For by progressive breeding the
first monads will work their way without any externd help through dl the ascending scale of things...and
50 builds up a scale of nature which is to be an index of universa creetive law." This he described as
"Sober truth and solemn nonsense’, "trashy skimmings of philosophy" in which, declared this bachelor
clergyman he could "trace the markings of awoman's foot."

Very well, Robert was goaded to write, what about answering these questions. If God created
animas why in an ascending order? Why when for aeons the conditions could have supported them,
were there no birds and mammals? Why the endless variations? Wasit redly possible that God was
using "specia miracles to introduce new species, one with perhaps an additiona tooth, another with a
new tuvercle or cusp in the third molar.” God in fact could work any way He chose was the
philosophers answer to this, or any way they presumed to read Hismind. Spinoza held that He had to
act in a certain God like fashion; Leibnitz that being God He was absolutely free. Hume pushed the
whole issue aside by attributing to habit dl mankind's beliefs about questions human and divine.

Robert was fighting alosing battle with Sedgwick, who felt the same way about Darwin's Origin of
Species. By the time Huxley came to write his vicious review nine years later, he was farly inured to
the dings and arrows of outraged men of science. Huxley, a man he greetly admired, knew through
Dawin who was the author of Vestiges, so when he taked of "a mass of pretentious nonsense”
"whining assertions of gncerity” "the product of coarse feding operaing in a crude intelect” an
"unfortunate scientific parvenu” it was Robert Chambers he was hitting out a. Darwin wrote to tell
Huxley he thought his review "exquisite and inimitable’, though he was "rather hard on the poor author.”

Since Darwin himsdf had reached the same conclusions, and since Huxley was to be his greatest
supporter in five years time, aword of gpology might then have been in order. After Robert was dead
Huxley acknowledged this was "the only review | ever have quams of conscience about on the grounds
of needless savagery.” Robert, however hurt he was, supported the pair of them in their hour of need.

The problem with the first couple of editions of Vestiges reflected the dangers of degp secrecy in
which it had been written. When Anne had copied out the chapters, they were sent to a trusted friend
Alexander Irdland in Manchester, who then passed them onto the publisher Churchill in London, who
was ignorant of their author; at least for a while. This meant that Robert couldn't consult any of the
experts in the fidds he was waking over with misplaced confidence. By the time he did get the help of a
scholar, William Carpenter, alot of damage had been done.

Professor Forbes of St Andrews university writing to William Whewell a Cambridge when the fifth
addition, with an appendix, gppeared in 1846, put it well. This he said "is written with consderable skill
and temper and to have clearly the upper hand with the Reviewers in severd points. | mean to say the
Edinburgh Review seemed to me a grievous fallure" (Sedgwick's piece) "I do not mean in point of
argument but in the method of putting it and in the temper in which it was put. It was to me utterly
unreadable - | did not read a quarter of it - and S0 it was generdly fet here. The author of Vestiges
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(who is now generdly believed to be a denizen of Modern Athens) has shown himsdf avery got scholar
and has improved his knowledge and his arguments so much since his Firgt Edition that his idess no
longer gppear s0 disgudting. It was well that he began to write in the fedings of his ignorance and
presumptions, for had he begun now he might have been more dangerous.” It is curious that Forbes, an
eminent geologis, could confess himsdlf afraid of what Robert Chambers the publisher had written.

Robert was prepared for the hostility of the church but when the reviews started gppearing critisizing
not his mordity but his science, he knew something must be done. In January 1845 the Athenaeum
spoke for many others. The author was a "dabbler in science’ his facts strung together "by a series of
generdisations, hypotheses which will most of them turn out incorrect...his object is not so much the
exhibition of truth as the establishment of his own opinions™ The reviewer saw him as "a large reader
but not an origind observer, and one who has mixed little with the men of science of his day”, near
enough to the truth; Robert had scientific friends but was not a member of the inner circle;, Murchison,
Owen, Lydl, Agazziz, Whewdl, Mantell, Buckland who formed a prestigious club he greeily wanted to
join.

But when the book came out Robert was happily unaware of the need for expert advice;, he was
remarkably buoyant, and urged the publisher to have Vestiges ready before the November British
Association meeting of 1844 since he expected it to create a sensation. He ordered free copies to be
sent to Buckland, Carpenter, Lankester, Murchison, Nichol, Forbes, Mantell, Lyel, Vivian and the
Reverends Tayler and Pye Smith. If he had known that that same June Darwin had just finished writing
up his species theory, he would undoubtedly have included him in the list. Only a smdl print out, with
one hundred and fifty free copies, was circulated. Robert was the cautious publisher as well as the
excited author. After a couple of months it was safe to sart the run of a second edition, and he wrote a
long letter to Irdland which is worth quoting in full, Snce it digpes theories that he revelled in anonymity
as apiquant sdling point in the manner of Scott's Waverley.

Two favourable reviews gave him immense pleasure. "Having kept his hopes down at the lowest
mark - like a prudent cool Scotchman as heis - he accordingly feels much eated by tokens of success
S0 unequivicd, and which have in a manner burst upon him.  He capers in thought at the idea of
Lockhart's note consdering how that serpent would spesk of him at this moment... Thistestimony isaso
vauable as affording a hope that after al the opus may be passable before the world with an author's
name a it." The omens seemed favourable; afew more encouraging reviews and he could emerge from
behind the veil. He was happily unaware of the knives being sharpened by al the men he most wanted
to pleese. They left it to Sedgwick to deliver the blow, but that was six months ahead, during which
timeV estiges would bein its fourth edition.

Of course the book was at first quite a sensation, both in Edinburgh and London, for the theory it
propounded was revolutionary in every sense. Prince Albert was suggested as the author, which made
it quite difficult to dig the knives in too deep; others included George Combe, Catherine Crowe,
Byron's daughter the Countess of Lovelace, and Robert himsdlf; amixed bunch indeed. Yet in spite of
thisinitid buzz, Robert was writing on January 8th "After al no word from Churchill about the sdle or
the need for athird edition...now different from the anxiety he showed to get forward the 2nd." One of
the frudrations he fdt, as a publisher, was the regtrictions anonymity placed on him to organise the
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prodution sde of the venture.

By March 1t he was smarting under adverse comments, and distressed at the silence of al those
scientists to whom he had sent free copies. Now recovered from his depressive illness, he could think
clearly about what was wrong with his book, and perhaps regret alittle his rush to publish. On March
1st he wrote to Irdland to ask Churchill to write to Dr Carpenter to say he "requires a scientific
assistant for the proposed revision of the book. He begsto know if Dr Carpenter will for any moderate
fee, l€ft to his own appointment, undertake to get the volume thoroughly revised...he will employ other
persons, such a man for instance as Edward Forbes in the natura history and some equaly able person
for the Geology...Dr Carpenter will of course consider this communication as confidential and take care
that he makes overtures to no man in whose honour he cannot depend.” His first hopes of stepping
forth as the author quickly and permanently faded.

Carpenter had written for the Educational Course, and was aso a Unitarian with libera views,
dependable and perhaps even sympathetic. However as is often the case, the advice Carpenter gave
was not aways gratefully or gracefully received. "I dont think it will do him any harm to see that the
author is not quite a fool" Robert wrote huffily to Irdand as the fourth edition was preparing, "His
corrections are of much less vaue than perhaps he himsdlf thinks, for many of them only express views
different from what | find suffidently authorised by others fully his equas. Much in short is
controversd.” He aso thought Carpenter's demand for £30 too high, though he paid it with only a
grumbleto Ireland.

This fourth addition, written with Carpenter's help, was the one Forbes had noted to be a dangerous
improvement, and Robert too was satisfied. "I believe this new chapter is the greatest burst of light on
the animd kingdom that has hgppened snce Cuvier's time' he confided, athough he ill had no
encouragement from scholars. Only one had the courtesy to thank "the author" for his presentation
copy. This was Richard Owen, one of the greatest physiologists of the day. He said he had read the
book "with profit and pleasure’ but there were certain points he disagreed with.

For instance Mr Crosse's experiments; "having had persona experience of the inadequacy of the
preventive means adopted by Mr Crosse, the like inadequacy of Mr Weekess may be inferred...” He
did not agree either that the orangutan was, as the book suggested, the closest relative to man. He had
found the chimpanzed's skull bore the closest resemblance to the human, so close that he serioudy
consdered the possihility that Hottentots might be descendants. He had a greet truth in his hands, but
was too nervous or perhaps too cautious to seeit. To Whewe|l he wrote of more reservations he had
about Vestiges; "Animasin generd cannot be arranged in a series proceeding from less to more
perfect in any way, 0 many in different natura series being on par.” he mantaned. As for the
embryonic evidence "much less can they be so arranged as that the more perfect in their foetal condition
pass through the successve stages of the less perfect, the characters being taken from the brain to the
heart."

Thiswas calm and sengible critisism, quite different from Adam Sedgwick. A letter Sedgwick wrote

to Whewd| at this time exhibits the desperation of the cornered animd. "1 do from my soul abhor the
sentiments and | believe | could have crushed the book by proving it base, vulgar in spirit, false, shdlow,
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worthless, and with the garb of philosophy, starting from principles which are at variance with al sober
induictive truth. The sober facts of geology shuffled, so as to play a rogue's game, phrenology (that
sinkhole of human folly and prating coxcombery) spontaneous generation, transmutation of speciesand |
know not what al to be swallowed wihtout tasitng or trying, like so much horse physic. Gross credulity
and rank infiddity joined in unlawful mariage, and breeding a deformed prodigy of unnaturd
conclusons. And what shdl we say to his mordity and his conscience where he tdls us he has
"destroyed dl digtinction between mora and physical”, when he makes sin a mere organic misfortune?

If the book is true, the labours of sober induction are in vain; rdigion is a lie, human law is a mass of
folly and a base injustice, mordity is moonshine, our labours for the black people of Africawere works
of madmen and man and woman ae only better beasts” The "foul book" had filled him with
"Iinexpressible disgus.” He continued to rant againg it in his lectures and letters for the rest of his life,
and greeted Origin of Species with the same disdain

There were more scholarly and less prgudiced pronouncements of course. One of them came from
Lyel. Lydl was at first scepticd, but findly a convert and he pondered which of the two theories of
cregtion best answered critical questions; progression or transmutation. "We usualy test the value of a
scientific hypothess by the number and variety of the phenomena of which it offers a fair or plausble
explanation. If transmutation when thus tested has decidedly the advantage over progression and yet is
comparatively in disfavour, we may reasonably suspect that the reception is retarded not so much by its
own inherent demerits, as by some gpprehended consequences, which it is supposed to involve, which
run counter to our preconceived notions.” More smply, new ideas were hard to accept, even if they
fitted facts better than older ones, especidly if the new paradigm was awkwardly unpaatable.

Because it ran into twelve editions, "ran" not atogether an accurate way to describe Robert's
competent handling of the book over the years, it was assumed that he made alot of money out of it.
This was not the case. Except for the two chegp editions, the runs did not exceed a thousand copies,
and after the fourth Robert noted that he had only made £200 out of which £185 had to go to the
printer. Nothing came in from the fourth and fifth editions he complained, and after two years he was
severd hundred pounds out of pocket. After the fifth printing he told Irdland the book was "pretty well
done with," but something changed his mind about letting it drop. There was a revised edition, an
illustrated one, and afind printing ayear after the appearance of Origin of Species. "The long cloudy
sky of the opus seems now to be beginning to clear in a very decided manner" Robert wrote with
Dawin's triumphant vindication of histhess. He had never himsdf shifted an inch from his conviction,
and for sixteen years doggedly went on trying to convince everyone else.

He continued to be extremely touchy about secrecy; quite why it is hard to say, Snce a great many
people seemed to know the truth. The only sharers of the secret were Ireland, David Page his assistant
editor who helped with the text, Dr Nod Arnott a friend and Robert Cox another close friend,
George Combessoninlaw, and of course William. When Page | eft the firm after a disagreement, and
moved to the Dundee Advertiser, he produced an aticle reveding his name, which according to his
diary made Robert fed extremedy upset and depressed. This was ten years after the gppearance of the
book, and Page repeated the information to the Athenaeum a month later.

The article in the Advertiser is worth quoting in full, because it reved's how strong were the emotions
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roused by that wicked name "Vestiges'; how earnestly David Page denied any association with its idess,
how he accused Robert of mord cowardice in not admitting its authorship from the start, which would
have saved him from having to make his present "confesson’, proving to his distinguished audience his
innocence as it were. Page was no mean scholar, and went on to become professor of Geology at
Newcadtle. It is possble he would have kept quiet if the subject had not been raised, but it was a petty
act of revenge to pass the news on to the Athenaeum, a paper much more widely read than the Dundee
Advertiser.

Page was giving a lecture under the auspices of Dr P. Anderson, who had written "Course of
Cregtion” to counteract the "injurious tendency of the "Vedtiges', and who in his chairman’s speech
dluded to rumours that David Page was in some way connected with that book. "In noticing the
dluson of the charman, Mr Page begged to state most emphatically, and without a shadow of
reservation that he was not at dl, or in in any way, respongble for the facts or opinions of the work in
guestion. At the time the "Vestiges' was published, he was engaged as one of the literary and scientific
collaborators of the Mess's Chambers, and it so happened that it was in circulation for severa weeks
before he had seen or read a line of it. The firg time he saw it was in the hands of Mr William
Chambers who came into his room one day with the remark "here was a curious work making some
sensation” and requesting that he (Mr Page) would write a notice of it for the Journa (Chambers
Edinburgh Journd). For this purpose Mr.Page took the work home, and he had not read twenty pages
of it when he felt convinced that it was the production of Mr Robert Chambers. Mr William Chambers
received this announcement with apparent surprise, but denied dl knowledge of the matter, and here the
subject dropped. Sometime after, however, and when the work was being severdly handled by the
reviewers, Mr Robert Chambers adluded to the matter, affecting ignorance and innocence of the
authorship, upon which Mr Page remarked that al he could say was, that had he seen the sheets before
going to press he perhaps could have prevented some of the blunders on which the reviewers were
founding so much of their opposition and argument. The consequence of this remark gpparently was,
that some time after Mr Robert Chambers sent him the proof sheets of the second or third edition of the
"Vediges' with the request that he would enter on the margin any corrections or suggestions that
occurred. This he did; and snce then he had not seen or read a word of the many editions through
which the work had passed, unless the preface to the last illustrated edition, the tone and spirit of which
he would not venture to  (word illegible) as he felt they ought to be (illegible) and condemned. In
reading the proof sheets he (Mr Page) had done no more than what many men were in the habit of
doing for others, and what he had himsdlf recently done for Dr Anderson's "Course of Credtion” - a
work avowedly written to counteract the erroneous elaboration (sc) and injurious tendency of the
"Vediges'." Page finished by wishing Robert Chambers had spared him "this somewhat painful and
unpleasant explandion.” "He himsdf had never written a line which he thought shame to avow, or
entertained a sentiment which he was afrad to utter; and it would have prevented much annoyance and
injury to others had the author of the "Vestiges' proceeded upon the same (illegible)”

Robert's reactions to reading this report were judtifiably angry, embarrassed and worried. Not only
did his identity now become more than a suspicion but a fact, but dso he was accused of hiding behind
anonymity to save his own skin, to shidd himsdf from the "shame"' of association with such a scurrilous
work. and in the process to injure the reputations of others (including presumably Prince Albert) who
were named as its author. David Page expressed in the article the fear and loathing that, ten years after
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its appearance, the word "Vegtiges' could arouse and the necessty of a man of high moras and
academic ambition to disclam any connection with such a dangerous and despised work. It was
admog asif hefdt infected by even hisbrief brushes with it.

In the event the only dight threat seems to have been to the Educationd Course, when some Free
Church minigers tried to ban its volumes from their schools. The firm suffered not at al from well
founded suspicions that one of its editors was the notorious Vedtigarian. Robert's extreme sengitivity
about reveding his identity is hard to explain, especidly after the publication of Origin of Species. It
could have been tha those taunts, "parvenu®, "straw giant” redly hurt, and that he could face the world
more securdly if suspicion did not become fact. According to Professor Lovegoy, for years scholars
had put about the impression that to be a Vedtigarian was to be "unscientific and sentimental and
absurd.” 1t dmost seems asif Robert was afraid that such epithets, though undeserved, might stick.

So the question has to be asked; how important was the book; would it have mattered at al if it
had never been written? And the answer has to be another question; if Darwin had not produced a
greater work; better researched, scientificaly more accurate, with a brilliant insight Robert had missed
in the process of natural sdlection; would Vestiges have been alowed to shine more brightly for a
longer period, before being eclipsed, outshone, and forgotten about? There is no doubt a al that
Darwin's work "owed" nothing to Robert's, except perhaps a warning not to rush into print before
collecting a vast amount of data and checking and rechecking it. There is equdly little doubt that
someone else would have followed the great chain of being to its logicd end; in fact someone had.
Wallace would have replaced Darwin as the man whose name everyone remembered for finding the
great Key that unlocked the mysterious door of transmutation. And Wallace set out on his journey of
discovery after reeding Vestiges.

Extracting the hypotheses, in plain language wild guesses, that Robert insarted into his text about
spontaneous generation, based on the work of such as Mr Weekes of Sandwich, V estiges did succeed
in setting out in clear, readable language, the evidence for evolution over greet periods of time. He did
not identify exactly how or why the changes occurred that propelled some species forward while others
remained unchanged. He dlowed God only an initid interest in the enterprise, after that naturd laws
sugtained the living world. Evidence could be found in bone and shell, tooth and ear, fish scde and
foetus. Man, a the head of the smian line, might not be the end of the ory, and out in space Smilar
tadeswerelikely to be told.

Dawin, like LaPlace, did not fedl the need for first causes; the Frenchman remarked of God "Je nai
pas besoin de cet hypotheses' and I€ft it at that. Robert had to be more circumspect because he was
writing in a country ill under the shadow of a grimly consarvative church. How much he redly
believed the sweeteners he insarted into his text must be speculation. In a memo entry of 1857 he
confided his fedings then on the nature of God as he saw it.

"Some of the worst proceedings in history have been professedly done for the glory of God - the
greatest of our socid tyrannies, the enforcement of Sabbath keeping - is al out of aregard for God as if
He had some interest in the matter...Is it too ludicrous to ask, would God be any worse off if mankind
should cease thus to patronise him? It may be legitimate to surmise that in tha event mankind
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themsalves would be agreat ded better off, the truth is God is properly an object of reverence and awe
but not of any mord fedings. A duty towards Him is an absurdity. A correct system of ethics only
involves our mutua relaions towards each other...It isimpossible to put God into this relation towards
us. ergo He is beyond the range of morality and such being the case to attempt to enforce upon each
other supposed interests of Hisis a sure way to produce mischief as experience amply proves.”

Here Robert has an doof Jehovah figure in mind, "beyond the range of mordity” and beyond the
meachinations of the church, who presume to be His spokesmen. By the time he wrote these words he
was a confirmed spiritudist, with a belief in interlocking worlds, of a continuum of life forms, living and
dead, only divided by the most fragile of vells. And above and beyond it dl the awe-inspiring One with
little persond interest in the worlds He has created, and certainly not in such trividities as how to spend
Sunday. With this in mind the many soothing epithets gpplied to God in Vestiges must be treated as
tactful lipservice to the more imminent, accessible and concerned God of his readers.

Because the implications of the book were those that Adam Sedgwick had laid out; the Bible and its
teachings had to be rethought, and the authority of the church on immense questions such as origind sin,
immortaity, man asimage of God had to be discarded. Thus the whole mord framework of the nation,
50 long structured and supported by the church's teachings, was under threat. The old certainties about
obedience and guilt and punishment were wavering under the ondaught, and since the moral order was
closely intertwined with the political, what messages of rebellion and repudiation might not the "masses "
dlow themsdlves to hear? The French Revolution was 4ill in peopleés minds, and the forties was the
period of mobs and dirikes.  Robert's news was the last that anyone wanted to hear, particularly the
church after the disruptions of the secession.

If he had spent alittle longer pondering the facts, Robert might have sumbled on the Key lying there
amongst them; he came very close when he wrote in 1852 "the sdect of ther generation survived"
because he only had to ask himsdlf what was the process of selection? For both Darwin and Wallace,
Malthus was the catalyst; pressure on resources meant some species must either adapt or disappear.
They could not voluntarily "choose' to change, so a chance adaptation gave some an advantage passed
on (in ways not fully understood) to their offgpring. Giving this the name Natural Sdection did not, sad
Romanes, accurately describe the process. A more exact name for Origin of Species should have
been "The Origins of Organic Types by Means of Adaptive Evolution”, since the word sdection implied
avoluntary act that was not anywhere to be discerned.

All of them would have been grestly rdieved to have had Mendd's studies on inheritance to hand;
without it they were floundering, but Darwin's deductions were based on long years of study on hybrid
plant experiments and anima breeding, whereas Robert saw effects to which he could not accurately pin
causes, 0 he had to guess. However as William Smith wrote, "Man must throw some wild guessesinto
theair..." Hiswere sometimes too wild, and this left him open to the scorn of men who soon knew he
was no professond, and who resented him poaching an area that he had no right to be on. As the
years went by he became friendly with many of them; with Canon Buckland who thought God had
specidly placed cod seams near water power in England, to give His favourite a head gart in the
indudtrid race; with William Carpenter and Charles Lyel whose homes he often visited;, not with Adam
Sedgwick, though they met a British Association meetings and when Robert reviewed Origins he
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summoned the courtesy to cdl Sedgwick a great geologist; which in most respects he was.

Another critic of the book was Hugh Miller, who gave a series of lectures gathered into a book of
his own which outsold both Vestiges and Darwin, "Testimony of the Rocks" Miller's origins were
even humbler than Robert's; the son of a poor crofter he had begun his working life as a stone mason,
and from there worked his way up to being a much respected geologist, folklorist and editor. The
Chambers had given him openings in the Journal and Robert liked and admired him, though he found
this book both irritating and absurd. 1t was hard for Miller, editor of the Free Church "Witness' to come
to a resolution of the versons of the creation story offered by his hammer and his Bible. His lectures
tried to do this, both for himsdlf and his anxious flock, and they did most beautifully reconcile Genesis
with geology, to his own satisfaction and to the relief of his reeders. They did this in such mgegtic
language that they read like new chapters of holy writ, and it is no wonder everyone loved them.

For daysin the Biblical story, Miller subgtituted periods; the Azoic, the Silurian, the Carboniferous, ,
the Parmian, the Triassic, the Odlite, the Tertiary. He placed Moses in a desert, watching a drama in
which the curtain rose and fdl for each of the geologica periods. As he sat there, a great darkness
moved in on him "and the Divine Spirit moves on the face of the wildly troubled waters, as a visble
aurora enveloped by the pitchy cloud, and the greet doctrineis ordly enunciated...|et there be light, and
sraightway a gray diffused light springs up in the east and casting its sickly gleam over a cloud-limited
expanse of steaming vaporous sea, journeys through the heavens towards the west. One heavy sunless
day is made the representative of myriads, the faint light waxes fainter,- it sinks benesth the dim
undefined horizon; thefirst scene of the drama closes upon the seer; and he Sits awhile on his hill-top in
darkness, solitary but not sad, in what seems to be a calm and sarless night.”

Day by day the drama unfolded for Moses;, on the third day "there springs up a the Divine
command a rank vegetation". On the fourth day "The earth would have been a vast greenhouse
covered with smoked glass, and a vigorous though may hap loosdy knit and faintly coloured vegetation
would have luzuriated under its shade" On the fifth day "gigantic birds walk aong the sands while birds
of alesser sze float upon the lakes. And ocean has its mongters.. monstrous creatures, amed in
massive scaes, haunt the rivers or scour the rank flat meadows.” At the end of the sixth day "man, the
responsible lord of creation, formed in God's own image, is introduced upon the scene” Man is "the
being in whom the types meet and are fulfilled" the others preliminary sketches o to spesk. God in this
vison took Moses back and showed him the stages of creation; Hugh Miller supplied the gloss that
geologica epochs were intended by days, human and divine time being in any caserelative.

Even in thisfina and mogt perfect creetion there were signs of God trying out His hand, starting with
"diminutive Laps. squat, ungraceful, with ther flat features surmounted by pyramidd skulls of samdl
capacity”, and the "negro tribes with their sooty skins, broad noses, thick lips, projecting jaw bones and
partialy webbed fingers' and so through Hottentots, Bushmen, Fuegians and Mongoalians, dl "lapsed”
from the ideal Caucassan type, and bound to become extinct, botched efforts. To their company must
be added the Irish, "pot bellied, bow legged, abortively featured”; Miller in dl thiswas expressang views
with which Robert and Darwin would have agreed. Evolutionary theory both condoned and vindicated
the current belief in the supremacy of white Europeans.
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In his sixth lecture Miller had Satan watching the whole scenic display, and dso part of it, having the
same ability as God to move back and forth in time. "With what wild thoughts must thet restless and
unhappy spirit wandered amid the tangled mazes of the old carboniferous forests. And how he must
have dreaded the arrival of man." As a Free Churchman Miller's belief in the devil was dmogt the
srongest part of hisfaith, and he could not be left out of the story. Miller went onto ded with the Ark,
not easy, and with the Food that was strangdly sdective, burying now one group of plants and animas
and now another. He ended these difficult speculations with the assurance that this theory of periods
ingead of days "will be found in an equa degree more worthy of its divine Author than that which would
huddle thewholeinto afew literd days."

This beautiful nonsense was an expression of firm belief, and was shared by those whose faith in the
Bible smply had to stretch to accomodate the fossl evidence. In hislast chapter Robert faced some of
the mord problemsthat his theory threw up; that of a God who set creation moving and then watched it
auffer for instance; or aranged for a sex passon that led to over population and "occasiond
discrepancies between the laws operating for the multiplication of individuas and the laws operating to
supply them with the means of subsistence”; for occasiond discrepancy read famine and war. Disease
seamed to be another mistake of someone supposed to be "transcendantly kind”, and the best he could
redly offer wasthat it would dl come right in the end.

His book had shown everything as part of a Great Progress "Thinking of al the contingencies of this
world asto bein time melted into or lost in the greater system to which the present is only subsdiary, let
us wait the end with patience, and be of good cheer." A dightly shaky millenariasm sustained him, and
he hoped it would do the same for his readers. Apocayptic vison could supply a raft across the
troubled waters of his theory; more than a theory, an absolute conviction which he fdt it his duty to
share with the world.

As he put down his pen, he was in better cheer persondly than when he had started to write. The
last chapters were posted off to Irdland when he was back in Edinburgh, restored to hedlth and excited
by the thought of what al those scholars to whom he had sent free copies would think. He was bringing
the century's mogt astonishing news, and though he modestly presented it as a hypothesis merely, he
was sure they would recognise the vast import of the facts behind the guesses.

Once they had done so, he was ready to "come out" and be given the congratulations they could not
withold, even from Robert Chambers the Scottish publisher who was quite presumptuous to have even
attempted the work. Instead they one and al rgected Vestiges, though it must have planted seeds of
disquiet in many of their minds. Generaly its reputation became so bad that when Darwin wrote to a
friend about his own discoveries, he asked him not to pass on the information in case the author of
Vestiges got hold of it and used it in one of his editions, thus debasing it.

Walace was the shining exception to the chorus of contempt. "1 do not consider it a hasty
generdisation, but rather an ingenious hypothesis strongly supported by some griking facts' he wrote in
1845 when dl the other voices were at their most Strident. Two years later he confirmed his admiration.

"l believed the conception of evolution through naturd law, so clearly formulated in the "Vedtiges', to
be as far asit went, atrue one" He then set out on journeys to take him that little further. Others had
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the roads of their lives turned in new directions, Spencer, Schopenhauer, Emerson and Tennyson.
And page 384 of Darwin's Origins produces so many "probables’ as to make his grest work concede
the need for inspired guesses too.

Professor Lovegoy points out that once uniformitarianism was accepted, the evolutionary road was
the obvious one to follow. "It was left for an anonymous amateur whom they thereupon with one
accord fdl to abusing, to point out the practicability of that highway" and as they al began to hurry aong
it, they produced arguments "which had been clearly pointed out by Chambers in the middle forties"
Very firmly, and | think accurately, Lovegoy concludes, "Hardly has any advance since been made on
Chambers general arguments, which at the time they appeared would have been accepted as convincing
but for the theologicd truculence and scientific timidity...The consderations that now recommend
evolution to popular audiences are no other than those urged in the "Vedtiges” What a pity David
Hume was not around with his brand of gentle scorn ready to scatter on the men of the cloth and of
science who were unwilling to repodtion themsalves in what, for him, would have been an easy and
obvious movement.

In spite of the taunts and the neglect, Robert never logt faith in histheory, and was findly vindicated.
He consoled himsdf by remembering how often in history revolutionary new ideas had been dismissed.
As Nietzche put it "In England in response to every little emancipation from theology, one has to
reassert ones position in a fear-ingpiring manner as a mord fanatic." The bitter pill - that man had no
specid place ether in God's affections or in world history - was an emancipation especidly hard to
swalow. The second haf of his century was dedicated to efforts by al Europe to make this huge
paradigmétic legp. He would have been amused to know that twentieth century throats have not
atogether managed to swalow the pill, and that pronouncements on the subject are ill the stuff of
Papd edicts. Mankind, now as then, cannot bear to relinquish its place as the centre and culmination of
creation, with the right to strip the world of anything that stands in the way of its arrogant and short
sighted needs.
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