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IN 1836 CHARLES DARWIN spent two homesick months
in Australia, after five years of arduous and adventurous
travel on the Beagle. He arrived at Port Jackson in

January, and visited Hobart and Albany before returning to
England and the comforts of home and family. This book
provides an account of those two months, in Darwin’s own
words, with commentary by the authors and additional
material from other sources.

This is a new edition of a book first published in 1989.
The first edition was lavishly illustrated — and that is no
exaggeration. Few pages have no illustrations; many have
several colour plates. Obviously, no expense was spared:
every illustration that could be found is included, even
though its relevance might be marginal. There is a colour
reproduction of a painting of a horse belonging to Phillip
Parker King (captain of the Beagle on its first voyage, before
Darwin’s time) named ‘Beagle’, and a colour photograph of
Old Government House, Parramatta, where FitzRoy, captain of
the Beagle, dined, although Darwin did not. Many contempo-
rary paintings by John Gould, Conrad Martens and Augustus
Earle are reproduced. It is a thoroughly enjoyable book to
browse through.

This edition suffers much in comparison. After I had read
it, but before I had seen the first edition, I was puzzled by the
‘Praise for the First Edition’ printed on the flypaper. The word
‘elegant’ kept cropping up, and elegance is not conspicuous
among the manifold virtues of this book.

In a prefatory note, the authors emphasise that ‘the fol-
lowing chapters present the whole of the Australian section
of Darwin’s 1836 Diary, in the exact order in which it was
originally written’ (their italics). They have to make this clear
because of the way they have chosen to present their mate-
rial. The text of the diary is indented between long stretches of
commentary and quotations from other sources. In many
ways this is reasonable, although the authors have an
unfortunate habit of introducing passages of Darwin’s text
by paraphrasing them, which tends to privilege their own
words over his. The logic of their approach is clearest when
they have some important moment in Darwin’s intellectual

development to discuss. There is a fascinating and no doubt
useful analysis of his early inklings of evolutionary theory
based on some of his observations in Australia, comparing
his diary entries and contemporary notebooks with the later
published accounts. Another high point is the care the au-
thors have taken to give directions to the exact spot near
Wentworth Falls where Darwin stood and observed a view
that he described as ‘quite novel and certainly magnificent’,
and that inspired some vital geological insights.

This, then, is undoubtedly a worthy book. The scholar-
ship is solid and detailed — indeed, unnecessarily detailed.
One has the impression that, having discovered a fact in their
research, the authors are loath to leave it out. Is it really
necessary to tell us the cost of the ferry across the Nepean,
duly researched in the 1835 Calendar; or the full history of the
lighthouse on South Head, which Darwin (and every other
traveller approaching Port Jackson by sea since 1818) saw?
I freely admit that I learned a great deal from reading
Charles Darwin in Australia, but due appreciation of its
many excellent qualities, I find, is tempered by irritation
with such editorial indiscretions. In the account of a dinner
engagement Darwin had in Hobart, we are treated to the
comment: ‘It is not known whether Darwin told Frankland
that it was his birthday. If he did, it is most likely that
Frankland would have incorporated a small celebration into
the dinner that evening.’ I am at a loss to understand the
value — historical, biographical or sociological — of this kind
of speculation.

At the end of the book there is a Postscript, which de-
scribes the lives of Darwin’s main Australian associates and
their continuing correspondence with him, and includes a
sketch of Darwin’s own life and career following his return to
England. Naturally, this has to be kept short but, after the
absurd detail of some of the main parts of the text, not to be
told certain basic biographical facts, such as that Darwin’s
wife was his first cousin, or the nature of the illness that
plagued him throughout life, is disconcerting. We are, after
all, treated to the biographical details of Phillip Gidley King
Junior’s wife, and told Augustus Earle’s cause of death.

Perhaps this is a book aimed specifically at readers
who are already familiar with Darwin’s life, and want more
information on his brief Australian sojourn. It is certainly
the definitive text for them, and I imagine would also be of
considerable interest to geologists and biologists, since
Darwin’s observations in this field are clearly of value. It also,
perhaps incidentally, gives a snapshot of Australian society
in 1836, as seen by a highly intelligent witness. It is a work of
detailed scholarship and an invaluable reference; but this
version, with a mere sixteen pages of black-and-white plates,
and reduced in size from a folio to a small paperback, lacks
the visual pleasure of the earlier edition and exposes the
infelicities in the text.
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