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C harles Robert Darwin is one of the 
most influential figures in scientific 
history. When he published his theory 
of evolution by natural selection in his 

book, On The Origin of Species, he removed the 
platform that humankind had placed themselves 
upon. At the time, most people in English society 
believed that species were unconnected, unrelated 
and unchanged since their moment of creation. 
People did not see themselves as part of the 
animal kingdom. Instead, they saw themselves as 
above all animals; as the jewel of God’s creation. 
In other words, human beings had believed for a 
long time that they were the natural masters of 
the earth. 
Darwin’s theory argued against this. It suggested 
that human beings were no more than animals 
themselves, and that they were related to all 
other animals in a large family tree that had been 
constantly growing and changing over millions 
and millions of years. 

Whilst some praised Darwin as being a 
revolutionary, others were outraged. Christianity 
was the ruling religion of England, and it was 
commonly believed that the Earth was only 6000 
years old – yet, if Darwin’s theory were true, it 
would mean that this was completely false. Much 
worse than this, however, is that it would also 
mean that human beings were not necessarily the 
product of an all-powerful God, and they weren’t 
as special as they liked to believe. His discovery 
shook the foundations of society and made 
human beings rethink their place in the world. 

Today, the theory is widely accepted as our best 
scientific explanation as to how life on Earth 
works. But before we continue looking into how 
Darwin made his discovery, let’s first answer the 
simple question – what exactly is the theory of 
evolution by natural selection?



Darwin loved animals and studied them all his life. In 1831, he went on a voyage aboard the H.M.S Beagle. 
On the Beagle, Darwin visited the coasts of South America and Australia, where he observed and collected a 
wide range of weird and wonderful plants and animals. When he returned to England, he studied his collection 
closely. That was when his idea of evolution started to form. 

During his travels, he had found around fifteen different species of finch (a type of bird) on the Galapagos 
islands. Darwin had noticed that the finches were very similar to one another in a lot of ways, but that their 
beaks were all different shapes. He realized that the beaks matched the type of food available on each island.
The finches who lived on an island where they ate insects had pointed beaks so that they could pick them up 
easily. On a different island, finches who ate hard fruits had sharp beaks so that they could pierce the skin of 
the fruit. 

Darwin decided there was only one way this could have happened. The finches must have adapted to their 
environments over time. This led him to the idea of natural selection, or as it is sometimes called – the survival 
of the fittest. 
In any environment, plants and animals from the same species show some variation in their characteristics. For 
example, giraffes and the length of their necks. Whilst some had longer necks, others may have had shorter 
necks. The giraffes who had longer necks had a better chance at surviving because they could reach the food 
they needed from the tall trees. The giraffes with shorter necks were not so lucky, and because of this they 
would be less likely to survive.

In short, animals that were best suited to their environment became more likely to survive and pass on their 
characteristics to their offspring (their children). Over large amounts of time, the characteristics of a surviving 
animal species would come to predominate. 
To understand a little better, imagine you are a bird on the Galapagos islands. There are a lot of nuts to eat. 
Your beak is in a good shape to crack open these nuts. Other birds are not so lucky. They will not survive but 
you will. 

As you survive, you reproduce and pass that trait on to some of your offspring. The offspring that have the 
same beak shape will flourish, and then pass on that trait to some of their offspring. Gradually, over thousands 
of years, the birds on this island that survive become better adapted to the available food there.
This theory also applies to other natural conditions and pressures of the environment, such as weather, 
temperature and other animals sharing the environment. It is the best way to explain why polar bears have thick 
fur coats suited for their arctic home, why sharks can detect blood from a quarter of a mile away underwater, 
and why the long legs of the gazelle help them escape lions and other predators in Africa.

It was an idea that had been described as ‘the single best idea anyone has ever had.’ 
However, it is a common misunderstanding that the theory of evolution was created by Darwin alone. There 
were many different theories about evolution, and these influenced Darwin hugely. The only difference was 
that Darwin published a theory supported by a huge amount of evidence that remains true to this day.
Darwin was influenced by his own grandfather, Erasmus Darwin, who proposed that we all came from one 
ancient and simple organism. He was also introduced to evolutionary thought by Professor Grant during his 
time at Edinburgh university. 

The Theory of Evolution by Natural Selection



Outside of evolutionary theory, Darwin was also strongly influenced by the works of Charles Lyell, who 
gave strong evidence that the world was millions of years old; something that supported Darwin’s theory 
immensely. He was also influenced by Thomas Malthus’ Grim Population theory; an idea that the population 
of human beings grows faster than the food available to them on the planet. This means that there is a struggle 
to survive, and some of the human population would unfortunately die. This idea of ‘the struggle for existence’ 
became incredibly important to Darwin and it was something he could observe in the animal kingdom. All 
animals compete for food, resources and shelter in order to survive.

As a final word, it is important to note that Darwin was reluctant in publishing his theory. It took him over 
twenty years to release On The Origin of the Species. It would be fair to say that his discovery haunted him; he 
was aware of the explosive power of his theory and was understandably scared. His theory meant that nature 
might not be the work of God, but instead - a battlefield. 



1809

1817

1827

1831

1818-1825

1832-1834

Darwin is born on February 12th, 
in Shrewsbury, England.

When Darwin is eight years old, his mother dies.

Darwin attends the Shrewsbury school with his brother 
Erasmus. They make chemistry experiments together, 
which earns Darwin the nickname ‘Gas.’ 
Darwin hates the school, describing it as ‘narrow and 
classical.’

1825
In the summer, Darwin is sent to Edinburgh 

University to study medicine. During this time, he 
meets Professor Robert Grant, who influences him 

with ideas of evolution greatly.
Darwin finds lessons too distressing and 
neglects his studies. Ultimately, it means 

that he leaves Edinburgh University 
early.

Darwin, now at the age of nineteen, is sent to 
Christ’s College in Cambridge. 
He studies to be a priest there.

Darwin does well in his final exam. He comes 10 th out 
of 178 candidates.
Later this year, he is invited to join the 
H.M.S Beagle by Captain Robert Fitzroy. 
The ship leaves Plymouth on the 27 th December.

Darwin explores the east coast of South America. He 
throws himself into his work, gathering whatever 
specimens of creature he can find. These include 
fossils, birds, fish, mammals, insects etc.
He discovers the bones of an extinct giant ground sloth, 
Megatherium. He also encounters new kinds of human 
society he had never seen before, and much to his 
horror, he witnesses slavery in Brazil.

Darwin’s Life
.Timeline.



1836

1837

1838

1835
From the 16 th September to the 20 th 

October, Darwin explores the Galapagos 
islands. It is there that he examines 
animals such as tortoises and birds. 
He studies the differences they have 

which depend on the islands in which 
they live.

The H.M.S Beagle arrives at Australia. He comes 
across more strange animals such as the platypus. 

On the 2 nd October, after five years of travel, The 
Beagle returns to England. On the 4 th October, 

Darwin returns home in Shrewsbury. 
He begins to publish scientific papers.

He takes up a home in London in order for all his 
collected specimens to be identified and becomes 
friendly with the geologist Charles Lyell; a major 

influence on Darwin’s work.

Darwin is working so hard that his health begins to 
suffer as a result. He has stomach problems, headaches 
and heartaches.

In March, he meets Jenny the Ape. Jenny is 
a captured orangutan placed at London 
Zoo. Darwin visits her and steps into her 
cage; and is excited to see just how similar 
she behaves to a human being. This was a 
major step in Darwin realizing that we may 
be closely related to apes. 
It is also a time where he and his brother, 
Erasmus, are attacked by the poor. The 
Industrial Revolution was under way, but it 
was only making money for the rich. 
Ordinary people struggled for their daily 
existence and so, the poor rioted. 
This made Darwin look even closer at 
Thomas Malthus’ Grim Population 
Theory; Darwin examined the struggle to 
survive in the wild; a struggle all animals 
share. It would become a major influence 
in his theory of natural selection – or, as 
some call it: ‘the survival of the fittest.’



1858

1851

1839

1842

1844

1848

1849

Darwin marries Emma Wedgewood. In the same year, 
their first child is born, a son by the name of William. 
He and Emma eventually have ten children. Only seven 
of these children would make it to adulthood.

He moves with Emma and their young family to Down 
House in Kent, England.

Darwin writes to a friend and colleague in the scientific 
community about his concern regarding his theory. He 
uses the phrase ‘it is like confessing a murder.’
He is troubled by what his idea may mean for the 
world. It puts pressure on his relationship with Emma, 
who is strictly religious. She worries for his soul.

Darwin’s father dies. Darwin goes to Shrewsbury for 
the funeral, but unfortunately misses it because he is 
too late.

Darwin’s health has grown considerably worse. From 
March to June, the whole family live in Malvern Wells, 
where Darwin attempts to treat himself with
hydrotherapy.

Darwin’s oldest daughter, Annie falls ill. 
On the 23 rd March, she dies of fever, 

aged ten. This causes great pain to 
Darwin, who felt especially close to 

Annie. Annie reminded him of himself 
when he was younger.

‘We have lost the joy of the household, 
and the solace of our old age.’ 

The tragedy is the final challenge to 
Darwin’s faith in God.

In June, Darwin receives a letter from a 
man by the name of Alfred Russell
Wallace. Wallace has sent him an essay on 
species that is almost identical to
Darwin’s own theory of evolution. Darwin 
cannot sit and wait any longer. He must 
publish soon.



1859
On the 24 th November, Darwin 

publishes On The Origin of Species.
It is an immediate best-seller. 

Despite the divide in opinion it causes, it 
remains as one of the most important 

books written in history.

1862

1863

1864

1871

1876

1881

1882

Darwin begins to grow his ‘famous’ beard after an 
episode of ill health.

Darwin’s ideas have quickly become a movement: 
‘Darwinism.’

It influences many to follow in his research and 
release their own studies, essays and findings 

supporting his theory of evolution.

Darwin is awarded the Copley medal of the Royal 
Society of London. It is the highest scientific 

honour.

Darwin publishes The Descent Of Man. The ideas 
of this book of human beings as sharing a common 

ancestor with the African apes leads to Darwin 
being mocked as a monkey in the media.

Darwin begins to write the story of his life as best 
he can tell it.

Darwin publishes his last book – The Formation of 
Vegetable Moulds through the action of Worms.

 On the 19 th April, Darwin dies, aged sevety-three. 
On the 26 th April, he is buried in Westminster 

Abbey.
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