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Chapter 19 – Section 4
Romanticism and Realism

Male Narrator: Darwin was the first person in history to realize how life was actually driven forward, but he was also a proper scientist who set about trying to collect huge amounts of evidence about all living things from friends, colleagues and admirers, from stock breeders, farmers, gardeners and pet owners. Take pigeon fanciers for instance, a great craze back in the 1840s, Darwin hung around pubs talking to them and even bred pigeons himself. You couldn’t easily observe in the wild how species varied between generations, but you could with pigeons. Pigeon fanciers selected details of the feather, beak or foot, and then bred them intensively to exaggerate those features and breeders did much the same with other captive species, with dogs, cattle, sheep. By this time Darwin was starting to use the phrase natural selection, what he was talking about was a force operating in nature similar to that of man in breeding animals where as in captivity it was deliberate selection, in nature it was natural selection. But in Darwin’s time variation through natural selection couldn’t be proved, he didn’t know about genes or DNA, it was based on experimenting and looking, but it was brilliant thinking and inspirational guess work. This simple tree like sketch of how life evolves in which some of the branches or species die off and others thrive and shoot off in new directions turns out to be bang on. Darwin was closing in on his theory, but there was one more piece of crucial evidence and it was to do with basic maths. Darwin read Thomas Malthus's book on population in which he warned that the human species left unchecked by famine or disease would quickly outstrip the planet’s food supply.  Darwin realized that all species from elephants to microbes to mice produce so many offspring that quite quickly they ought to take over the whole planet, but what happens in reality is that the production of more offspring than could possibly survive creates a competitive environment in which only the best adapted thrive, and reproduce. Darwin finally realized at last that he had a grand theory that would explain all life on earth. The immense age of the earth, the fecundity of nature and the continual production of tiny variations within the species Darwin now had the major pillars of his theory in place. He started writing drafts towards his great work the Origin of Species., which was to explain the origin of all life on the planet, but for 20 years he didn’t publish. Natural selection had to be right, it had to be water tight, he was worried that the theory would be dismissed as just that a theory with no evidence to back it up and he was worried about upsetting people not least his wife Emma. He wrote a secret version of the theory only to be opened if he died; he left money to publish it too. So he wanted it to be known, but for nearly 20 years the extraordinary idea was kept hidden in a cupboard under the stairs with the croquet mallets, a little like keeping a unicorn in your garden shed. 
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