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Evolution of a
scientist
Tony Smith

First off, let me say that Darvin by Adrian
Desmond and James Moore is a thundering
good read, but a big one-677 pages of text
without the references. Biographies often
include a lot ofmaterial of little interest to the
reader, who wants to get on with the main
events, but in this case the wide range is
justified; we need to know about Darwin's
childhood and his time at university-and
the political and academic concerns of the
early nineteenth century-to make sense of
his later years. He went to Edinburgh to
study medicine but gave it up after being
revolted by the brutality of surgery without
anaesthesia and was then steered by his
doctor father towards the church: "ideal for
an aimless son with a penchant for field
sports ... a haven for dullards and dawdlers."
What this meant was some years at Cam-
bridge being generally educated and develop-
ing an interest in the natural sciences.
Darwin had doubts about his suitability

for the church, too. Fortunately, the family
was comfortably off and agreed to pay his
expenses on a voyage round the world on a
Royal Navy vessel making charts. Darwin
was to be the dining companion to the captain
of the Beagle, Robert Fitzroy, and would
have plenty of time ashore to collect scientific
specimens. At that stage the young man's
main interest was geology, but in the spirit of
the times he collected everything collectable
-not only fossils, rocks, and plants but also
fish, birds, and animals, which he shot,
stuffed, and preserved. He shipped home
crate after crate of specimens to scientist
friends in Cambridge. (Darwin was a careful
observer but did not preserve everything: he
and the ship's officers ate their way through
the tortoises they took on board in the
Galapagos islands and threw the shells over-
board; it was left to later expeditions to
classify them.)
On his return Darwin published and

lectured on his geological findings and lent
his weight to the growing conviction among
his contemporaries that the earth was much
older than had been thought and that life
forms had gradually become mo're complex.
His account of the voyage of the Beagle and
a monograph on coral reefs enhanced his
scientific standing. He said little in public,
however, about his biological findings and
nothing about his growing conviction that
he understood the process of evolution by
natural selection.

In the early nineteenth century those who
argued that man was the result of some
process of evolution were seen by the
ruling classes as dangerous agitators. Darwin
was uneasily aware that if he published his
theories he would be criticised on two
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grounds-his lack of formal credentials
as a biologist and his undermining of the
authority of the established church. As a
member of the land owning upper echelons
of society he was not prepared to take that
risk.

Fortunately for Darwin, he had married
into another wealthy family, the Wedgwoods,
and the young couple were able to settle into a
peaceful lifestyle on their private incomes at
Downe in Kent. Here Darwin worked away
at his collections of specimens and embarked
on a major study of barnacles, which eventu-
ally secured him recognition as a biologist
(in an era when the amateur scientist was
still entirely acceptable). This overcame
Darwin's first doubt about publication of
his theory of natural selection, and he
abandoned his concern about the social re-
percussions when he learnt that another
biologist, Alfred Wallace, had independently
worked out an essentially similar theory.
Having taken steps to ensure that the record
was straight on the issue of priority, Darwin
published On the Origin of the Species by
Means ofNatural Selection, or the Preservation
of Favoured Races in the Struggle for Life in
1859, 20 years after his return from the
voyage on which he had thought out the basis
of the theory.
The book caused less immediate contro-

versy than Darwin had expected, partly

because its author was by that time a deeply
respected figure in academic circles and
partly because the scientific community had
accepted the concept of evolution and was
now interested in understanding how it came
about. Nevertheless, Darwin's achievement
should not be underrated; the theory was
supported by vast numbers of -examples
worked out in detail, and for the rest of his
life he published revised editions which
included new material to refute the attempts
ofhis critics to undermine the theory. Today,
over 100 years after the book appeared,
research biologi*ts continue to pay tribute to
the durability of Darwin's analysis.

Darwin's royalties swelled his unearned
income, and at his death he had accumulated
£250 000-despite his constantly warning his
family of impending financial disaster. On
this and many other issues the biography is
entertaining and informative, but I would
have liked more comment about Darwin's
health. The authors describe their subject's
lifelong vomiting attacks and headaches in
detail, but they say virtually nothing about
their possible causes. For the medical reader
this is the only defect in a splendid, thought
provoking, and informative account of the
author ofthe most important scientific text of
the nineteenth century.

Darwin. A Desmond, J Moore. (Pp 808;
£20.) London: Michael Joseph, 1991. ISBN
0-7181-3403-3.

"I am not in my
perfect mind"
Henry R Rollin

The title of The Faber Book of Madness can
hardly claim to be heaven sent. Indeed its
inaptness serves only to trivialise what is
perhaps the greatest of all human tragedies.
Again, the choice of illustrations used to
embellish the dustjacket and the text are for
the most part the all too familiar ghoulish
grotesqueries that for generations have so
savagely caricatured the mentally ill. These
lapses from grace are surprising considering
the prestige of the publishers and the unique
resources of the Wellcome Institute, which
were at the disposal of the editor, Roy
Porter-as powerful and prolific a scholar as
one could wish to meet in many a day's
march.
However, the contents of the book, essen-

tially an anthology, go a long way to redeem
the adverse initial impression, although
there are shortcomings. An anthology of any
subject is largely a reflection of the personal
taste of the editor, but there is always a hard
core of traditional items which he excludes at
his peril.

In this case-it would have been foolish for
Porter to ignore the giants, the folk heroes of
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Pinel at the Salp^trinre (from a painting by Robert Henry)

psychiatry, such as Robert Burton, John
Conolly, Benjamin Rush Dorothea Dix, and
Phillipe Pinel. He dot not. Nor does he
ignore the creative writers-for example,
John Clare, Emily Dickinson, Virginia
Woolf, and Samuel Johnson-whose contri-
butions to the literature of psychiatry derive
from the fact that each of them suffered
mental illness. It would be legitimate to
observe, nevertheless, that some of them,
giants and patients alike, receive rather less
attention than they deserve.

Conversely, Porter seems to have his
favourites, who are given a much fuller
treatment. John Perceval (1803-76) is a case
in point. His book A Narrative of the Treat-
ment Received by a Gentleman During a State
ofMental Derangement, interesting as it may
be, gains 15 of more references or extracts,
some of them lengthy, in various sections of
the. book. And I doubt whether William
Sargant really deserves such extravagant
attention, to the conspicuous exclusion of
other contemporary psychiatrists.

Extracts from the late nineteenth and
twentieth centuries, the era of the emergence
of the epoch making dynamic psychiatrists
headed by Freud, Jung, and their disciples,
are obviously rightly included. But here
again there is an imbalance: considering
the incalculable impact of psychoanalysis on
the development of psychiatric thought, the
space awarded to its proponents and their
writings is disproportionately small com-
pared, that is, with the antipsychiatrists,
Szasz, Basaglia, Laing, Cooper, and the like.
In particular, I deplore the inclusion of
no fewer than five extracts from Cooper's
The Language of Madness (1978), unless the
purpose is to illustrate just that.

Should the anthology run to a second
edition, as it well might, may I make a plea
for the inclusion of one or more of the
following, just because they are so very
apropos (others in the specialty would, I'm

sure, offer their own imperatives)?
Firstly, what I regard as the most poignant,

spine chilling lines in the whole Shakes-
pearean canon. Lear (I.v.43), teetering on
the brink of insanity, prays:

0! let me not be mad, not mad, sweet heaven!
Keep me in temper; I would not be mad!

Secondly, Charles Lamb's letter to his old
friend, Coleridge, in which he describes the
pleasures of being in mania:
... For while it lasted I had many hours of pure
happiness. Dream not Coleridge of having tasted
all the grandeur and wildness of Fancy, till you
have gone mad. \

And, thirdly, Dr E J Moran Campbell's Not
Always on the Level (BMJ Memoir Club,
1989), in which he gives a first hand account
of the havoc that manic depressive psychosis
can wreak in the life of a clinical scientist.

The Faber Book of Madness. Ed R Porter. (Pp
572; £14.99.) London: Faber and Faber, 1991.
ISBN 0-571-14387-3.

Sturdy independence
Geoffrey Slaney

Sir Reginald Murley has a well established
reputation as one of the more ebullient and
vociferousmembers ofthe surgical fraternity.
Hence those who purchase his autobiography
in the expectation of a few fireworks, accom-
panied by some lusty sideswipes at the
establishment, and especially the politicians,
will not be disappointed. It is, however, all
good knockabout stuff, and, although
forcibly expressed, his opinions are delivered
in the main with a characteristic lack of
rancour. His accounts of notable occasions

and more personal singular events are both
concise and accurate.

His descriptions of life, as a clinical student
in the mid-1930s will awaken kindred
memories in the minds of many of his
contemporaneous readers, and indeed many
similar instances, somewhat extravagantly
embellished, have been conveyed to the
public at large by the media and writers such
as Richard Gordon. But among the anecdotes
of student hilarity are stark reminders of the
realities of surgical practice in the preanti-
biotic era, a notable example being the
surgeon who lost his armand then his life from
staphylococcal pyaemia after a trivial finger-
prick injury.

In the later phase of his student career Sir
Reginald paid a visit to Vienna. The storm
clouds gathering over Europe were all too
evident, and so just before qualifying he
joined the Territorial Army. Thus it was that
he was "embodied" into the 168 City of
London Cavalry Field Ambulance in August
1940 just a few days before the panzer
blitzkrieg against Poland. His experiences of
life in the army, initially as a regimental
medical officer, then as a plastic surgery
trainee, and later as the officer in charge of a
maxillofacial unit, constitute the middle
section of the book. This contains an enter-
tainingaccount ofthe experiences ofa surgeon
on active service, including the frustrating
formalities encountered by the newly joined
junior officer regarding appropriate dress,
the "dropping" of visiting cards, and threats
of court martial for minor deviant behaviour.
Such incidents will be familiar to many who
served in the RAMC during this time, as will
the long periods of boredom alternating with
phases of frenzied activity when everything
depended on the ability to make a quick
decision and act on it without vacillation.
The value oftrusted friends in tight corners is
abundantly apparent, as is the almost indes-
tructible sense of humour of the average
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