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Preface 

This study is an edited and updated version of my master’s 
dissertation, originally writt en in 2008 as part of the London 
Centre for the History of Science, Medicine and Technology’s MSc 
programme, jointly run by UCL and Imperial College London. 
‘He is no loss: Robert McCormick and the voyage of the Beagle’ 
was awarded the 2008 Wellcome Trust Friends Prize for the best 
dissertation on the history of medicine. 

Thanks to the archivists and librarians at the Wellcome Library, 
the National Archives, the National Maritime Museum, the 
Natural History Museum and the British Library. Thanks to Jenny 
Cousins and everyone at English Heritage, Robert Prys-Jones 
(Department of Zoology, Natural History Museum) for consultation 
on McCormick’s specimens, Laurence Brockliss for advice on the 
history of naval medicine, and Randal Keynes for valiantly searching 
for McCormick’s initials on site at the baobab tree. Thanks also to 
my tutors at UCL and Imperial College, my dad, Susannah Gibson, 
Chris Vanstone, and especially Joe Cain.

A note on spelling. In some documents, McCormick’s name is spelt 
‘MacCormick’; in others ‘M’Cormick’. McCormick even switches 
between spellings himself. I’ve been faithful to the spelling as it 
appears in the original source, but use ‘McCormick’ as a default.
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Abstract

Robert McCormick (1800-1890) was ship’s surgeon and naturalist for 
the fi rst four months of the second voyage of HMS Beagle, 1831-1836. 
McCormick sailed from Plymouth on the Beagle in late December 
1831, but left the voyage at Rio de Janeiro in April 1832, angry that 
a civilian passenger on board had usurped his position as ship’s 
naturalist. That passenger, of course, was Charles Darwin. 

When McCormick came to write his memoirs in 1884, he eff ectively 
edited the Beagle out of his life story. His brief allusion to the voyage 
neglected to name the ship, the captain Robert Fitz Roy, or Darwin. 

This volume examines McCormick’s activities on the Beagle, 
his participation in the natural history of the voyage, and his 
relationships with both Darwin and Fitz Roy. At the heart of this 
study is a question: why did McCormick actively exclude himself 
from, arguably, one of the most celebrated expeditions during his 
career in the navy?

McCormick was an eccentric and sometimes diffi  cult character. His 
naval career disappointed him. Promotion was slow. Distinction 
eluded him. His ambition was greater than his application to his 
work. He regularly invalided himself out of active service and only 
several times seems to have found work he was eager to perform. On 
the Beagle, Fitz Roy disliked him. In a series of seemingly trivial edits 
in his writing, between fi eld notes and publications, Darwin dropped 
all mention of his former shipmate.

Though this study is a contribution to Darwin scholarship, it also 
highlights the role of naval surgeons as a labour force in the history 
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of natural history. While a few of these men are well known, the 
group as a whole has been largely overlooked. McCormick seems in 
many ways a typical surgeon in the Royal Navy of the 1820s-1840s.

This study of McCormick is accompanied by previously unpublished 
primary source material related to the Beagle voyage. The appendix 
presents a transcription of McCormick’s Beagle journal from July 
1831, when he joined the ship in harbour at Plymouth, through his 
departure from the Beagle at Rio de Janeiro in April 1832, and his 
return voyage to England on HMS Tyne later that same year. 

McCormick’s accounts of the Beagle voyage make for interesting 
comparison with Darwin’s notes, diary and later publications. 
They nicely illustrate the process of excision, and they provide 
a springboard for a study of a study of the impact of excision on 
historical memory.
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Introducti on

On 24 April 1832, Charles Darwin rejoined HMS Beagle at Rio de 
Janeiro after a two-week overland excursion to the Macaé River. 
While away from the ship he had made full use of this natural 
history expedition to observe and record the exotic world around 
him. He had collected many specimens, taken notes on the landscape 
and plants, and seen fi rst-hand the conditions of slaves and the 
character of their masters.

In Darwin’s absence, changes had been made to the Beagle’s 
personnel. Robert McCormick, the Beagle’s surgeon and offi  cial 
naturalist, had received permission to leave the ship, ostensibly on 
grounds of ill health.

McCormick’s upcoming return to England on HMS Tyne gave 
Darwin the chance to send post home. He began a lett er to his sister 
Caroline on 25 April, and wrote of his former shipmate: 

I take the opportunity of Maccormick returning to England, being 
invalided, ie. being disagreeable to the Captain & Wickham. – He is 
no loss. (Burkhardt and Smith, 1985: 225)

The Tyne sailed on 29 April, and McCormick conveyed home not 
only Darwin’s lett er and opinion of him, but also Darwin’s journal 
of the fi rst four months of the voyage. Darwin told Caroline, ‘I 
have taken a fi t of disgust with it & want to get it out of my sight’ 
(Burkhardt and Smith, 1985: 226). Volumes of this ‘commonplace 
Journal’, however, became the basis for Darwin’s account of the 
voyage, published in 1839, and the Beagle became fi rmly embedded 
in Darwin’s personal and professional history.1 Evidence in the 
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Origin can be traced directly to Darwin’s Beagle fi eld notes.2 He 
acknowledged the importance of the voyage in the introductory lines 
of his most famous book: 

When on board H.M.S. ‘Beagle,’ as naturalist, I was much struck 
with certain facts in the distribution of the inhabitants of South 
America, and in the geological relations of the present to the past 
inhabitants of that continent. These facts seemed to me to throw 
some light on the origin of species… (Darwin, 1859: 1)

In 1884, Robert McCormick published his own memoirs. He told 
a diff erent story about his life on board and departure from HMS 
Beagle. His experiences were distinctly unlike Darwin’s: 

Having found myself in a false position on board a very small and 
very uncomfortable vessel, and very much disappointed in my 
expectations of carrying out my natural history pursuits, every 
obstacle having been placed in the way of my gett ing on shore and 
making collections, I got permission from the admiral in command 
of the Station here to be superseded and allowed a passage home… 
(MacCormick, 1884: 2: 219).

In McCormick’s memoirs, however, the Beagle is never named. It is 
identifi able only to those who know it was the ‘ten-gun brig’ sailing 
from Plymouth in 1831. McCormick named neither the captain 
nor any of his shipmates (MacCormick, 1884: 2: 218). Such was 
McCormick’s disappointment that his position as naturalist on the 
Beagle had been usurped and that Darwin later achieved such fame, 
that he suppressed this part of his life from his own biography.

McCormick’s excision had an impact. When he died in 1890, an 
obituary in the British Medical Journal contained no reference to the 
Beagle (Anonymous, 1890). The naval surgeon and medical historian 
Keevil (1943: 42) missed the Beagle entirely in his biographical article. 
He only followed McCormick in his reference to ‘a ten gun brig at 
Plymouth’. Also, The Beagle is missing from McCormick’s entry in 
the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography. 

In Darwin scholarship, McCormick rarely features. No recent 
work has been published on McCormick himself. Gruber’s (1969: 
266) Who Was the Beagle’s Naturalist? made the case that Darwin 
was not the only naturalist on board. The position of naturalist, 
Gruber argued, was held initially, and probably offi  cially, by 
McCormick as the ship’s surgeon. ‘In assuming the position,’ Gruber 
wrote, McCormick ‘was acting within a developing tradition of 
governmentally sponsored scientifi c research.’ Burstyn’s (1975), 
If Darwin Wasn’t the Beagle’s Naturalist, Why Was He on Board?, 
asserted that Darwin was primarily a gentlemanly companion 
for the otherwise isolated captain, Fitz Roy, and examined the 
hierarchy that divided Fitz Roy from his subordinates. Recent Darwin 
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biographies have accepted Gruber’s argument that McCormick was 
the original naturalist. Desmond and Moore (1991: 123-4) mention 
McCormick briefl y. Browne (1995: 202-10) includes half a chapter on 
McCormick’s rivalry with Darwin. In HMS Beagle, Thomson (2003: 
138-162) argues, contra Burstyn, that Darwin was present as an 
additional, dedicated naturalist because McCormick, like any ship’s 
surgeon of the time, was likely to have been kept busy with his 
medical duties. He laments, ‘It is a pity that there is no contemporary 
record of Darwin’s and McCormick’s interaction during this part of 
the voyage’ (Thomson 2003: 161). 

However, in 1832, returning home on the Tyne, McCormick also 
brought with him his own diary of life onboard the Beagle. Since 
1907, the manuscript, along with others by McCormick, has been 
held in the Wellcome Library. It has not been published before, 
and for the most part seems to have gone unremarked by scholars. 
Even in the 2009 commemorative frenzy of att ention to Darwin, 
McCormick’s account of the Beagle voyage has largely remaned 
obscure.3 McCormick’s diary is not by any means a rival to Darwin’s 
journal (published in full in Keynes (1988)) as a travel narrative or 
collection of natural history observations, but it does off er important 
insights into the voyage, the social dynamics on board, and Darwin’s 
role on the ship. Moreover, it illuminates the position of the naval 
surgeon in the mid-19th century – his background, his employment 
after the Napoleonic wars, and his place as a doctor and scientist – 
an area in the history of science and medicine that has been largely 
overlooked. 

It is not my intention to champion McCormick. By all accounts, his 
ambitions were thwarted by his own personality, and he made no 
great name for himself in the navy or as a naturalist. Since Darwin 
did such important work during and after the voyage, and since 
Benjamin Bynoe (1803-1865), promoted from assistant surgeon to 
acting surgeon, coped admirably as the ship’s doctor,4 it would be 
nonsense to suggest that McCormick’s departure was a scientifi c or 
medical loss to the Beagle. Nevertheless, I will argue using his diary 
and other documents, that overlooking him – and others like him – is 
a loss to our understanding of the history of natural history. 
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Figure 1. Robert McCormick, Age 25

From a portrait drawn on HMS Icarus. McCormick had been invalided out 
of active service for the fi rst time and was travelling home to England from 
the West Indies after contracting yellow fever. Source: MacCormick (1884: 
2: frontispiece). Credit: Wellcome Library, London. Image: Wellcome 
Images V0003739EL.
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Who was the Beagle’s naturalist?5

Robert McCormick was born on 22 July 1800, near Great Yarmouth. 
Growing up, he was drawn to the sea. His taste for natural history 
‘developed itself at a young age’ (MacCormick, 1884: 2: 184). His 
father, also Robert, was also a naval surgeon. In December 1811, 
the elder Robert was lost at sea when HMS Defence went down off  
the coast of Jutland. Young Robert had hoped to enter the navy ‘in 
the executive line as a midshipman’, but his father’s death left him 
lacking the necessary money and connections. Instead, he decided to 
become a medical offi  cer, ‘as the only chance now left me of entering 
upon a naval life’ (MacCormick, 1884: 2: 187).

In 1821, he went to study medicine under Sir Astley Cooper in 
London. At the end of 1822 he became a member of the Royal College 
of Surgeons. On 18 April 1823 McCormick took his examination to 
become an assistant surgeon in the navy, and after a short appointment 
on HMS Queen Charlott e, he was sent to the West India Station to fi ll 
one of a number of vacancies open due to yellow fever. 

At Port Royal, Jamaica, he was assigned to the Gloucester, then 
the Serapis, then to a sloop bound for the Windward Station. For 
two years, McCormick visited fever-troubled places, eventually 
contracting the disease himself. In July 1825, he was invalided out 
of active service and returned home on the Icarus. McCormick was 
next assigned to a coastal blockade ship. He then applied for an 
appointment with the North Polar Expedition, captained by William 
Parry. This application was successful, and he joined HMS Hecla as 
assistant surgeon in November 1826. Parry and his crew reached 
82°45’N, a record that held for more than four decades.
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On his return home from the Arctic, McCormick was promoted 
to surgeon. He applied for leave on half-pay owing to ill 
health, obtained an extension, then had an appointment to the 
Mediterranean cancelled.6 In October 1829, he joined the Hyacinth, 
which returned him to Port Royal. Having developed a dislike for 
the West Indies, McCormick again had himself invalided out and 
returned home.

On half-pay again, and fi nding himself with no prospect of ‘any 
suitable employment’, McCormick went to Edinburgh in November 
1830 to study natural history under Professor Robert Jameson 
(MacCormick, 1884: 2: 214). The fi ve-month lecture course has 
been called ‘the most comprehensive in the British Isles’, covering 
‘meteorology, hydrography, mineralogy, geology, botany and 
zoology’ (Secord, 1991: 135). Darwin att ended the same lectures in 
1826-7 but declared them ‘incredibly dull’ (Secord, 1991: 134). In 
contrast, McCormick became friendly with Jameson. 

By the time McCormick returned to London in May 1831, he had 
decided to pursue a scientifi c career: 

Having now fairly taken up the pursuit of natural history, in 
addition to my ordinary professional duties, and prepared and 
qualifi ed myself by a course of hard study and att endance in the 
lectures of the most distinguished professors, my great object was 
to get employed in scientifi c voyages of discovery. (MacCormick, 
1884: 2: 218)

On 16 June 1831, McCormick wrote to the Admiralty asking to 
be deployed again. On 30 June he called on John Barrow, Second 
Secretary to the Admirality, and Francis Beaufort, Hydrographer 
of the Navy. Beaufort encouraged the Admiralty to use its ships for 
broader scientifi c purposes, and he was just then involved with the 
re-fi t of the Beagle for its voyage round the world. Browne (1995: 
151) notes Beaufort ‘lavished proprietorial care’ on this, the Beagle’s 
second expedition. It cannot have been an accident that McCormick 
was assigned to the ship on 9 July 1831.

McCormick joined the Beagle at Plymouth on 20 July. Darwin 
arrived on 24 October. On 27 December 1831, the ship sailed. On the 
outgoing voyage, it called at the Cape Verde Islands, St Paul’s Rocks, 
Fernando Noronha, Bahia and the Abrolhos Islands before arriving 
at Rio de Janeiro on 4 April 1832.

On 7 April, McCormick asked to be transferred to the Ratt lesnake. 
Finding that this was not possible, on 15 April he applied to be 
invalided out again. This was approved, and McCormick was given 
leave to return home on the Tyne, which sailed on 29 April. He 
arrived back in England on 18 June 1832.
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With Hooker on the Erebus

After another stretch on half-pay, McCormick was sent back to 
Port Royal, but soon had himself invalided out again. Returning to 
England, McCormick was on half-pay – apart from a month on HMS 
Terror – for the next four years. During this time, he went on walking 
tours and att ended lectures. In 1839 he applied to serve as surgeon 
and naturalist on James Clark Ross’s expedition to the Antarctic. 
McCormick was appointed to the Erebus, one of Ross’s ships. His 
assistant surgeon was Joseph Dalton Hooker. Hooker, like Darwin 
before him, overshadowed McCormick, making a name for himself 
with the botanical materials collected while on the expedition. In a 
lett er to his father on 17 March 1840, Hooker wrote: 

McCormick and I are exceedingly good friends, and no jealousy 
exists between us regarding my taking most of his department; 
indeed he seems to care too litt le about Natural History altogether 
to dream of anything of the kind… (Huxley, 1918: 1: 68).

McCormick (1884: 1: 33) did name Hooker in his memoirs. He also 
alluded to Hooker’s later success, mentioning ‘assistant-surgeon Dr 
Hooker (now Sir Joseph)’. 

McCormick’s work on the Erebus was criticised. His drawings 
and paintings were not thought good enough for publication. His 
geological collections included known and useless specimens along 
with new and rare ones. Though he labelled his bird specimens with 
care (Sharpe, 1906: 421), these were handed over to the Admiralty 
and were not described by him.7 In contrast, Hooker took his 
botanical collections to Kew and spent the next few years working 
on them for publication.

After the Erebus, McCormick applied for promotion to the rank of 
Deputy-Inspector, but he was refused. As the only member of the 
expedition not promoted, McCormick interpreted this as a personal 
slight. In August 1844, he was elected an honorary fellow of the 
Royal College of Surgeons. For a few years, he held appointments as 
a surgeon to ships at Woolwich. He asked again for promotion, but 
did not receive it.

Searching for the lost Franklin expediti on

Meanwhile, in 1845, the naval offi  cer and explorer Sir John Franklin 
was lost leading an expedition to the Arctic on the same Erebus that 
McCormick served on in the Antarctic. In 1848, Sir John Richardson, 
explorer and naturalist, was placed in command of a party to 
look for him. McCormick, who had met Franklin and who had 
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Figure 2. Robert McCormick, Age 52, in Full Dress Uniform 

McCormick seems to have had a lifelong interest in his appearance. His 
diary entry for 3 June 1832, while returning to England on HMS Tyne, 
reads: ‘Mustered in blue trousers’. Years later, in his early eighties, he was 
seen by RB Sharpe at the British Museum dressed like someone from a 
‘bygone age’, in a ‘swallow-tail coat... with gilt buttons’ and trousers of a 
‘pronounced shepherd’s plaid. Source: MacCormick (1884: 1: frontispiece). 
Credit: Wellcome Library, London. Image: Wellcome Images L0011646.
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experience in polar voyages, proposed to command a search using 
small boats and sledges. The Admiralty considered him unqualifi ed 
and turned down his proposal, even when he off ered to pay all his 
own expenses. In 1852, however, McCormick sailed to the Arctic as 
surgeon on the North Star. He was allowed to explore the Wellington 
Channel in search of Franklin. With half a dozen volunteers and a 
whale boat he named HMB Forlorn Hope, McCormick found nothing 
of Franklin. However, he mapped the eastern shore and in a small 
way achieved his dream of command.

In 1854 McCormick published his Narrative of a Boat Expedition up the 
Wellington Channel in the Year 1852.8 In 1857 he received the Arctic 
medal, and he was fi nally promoted to Deputy-Inspector in 1859. He 
hoped to be promoted again to Inspector-General, the highest rank 
available for a surgeon, but with all his years on half-pay he had 
not put in enough active service. His natural history and Wellington 
Channel expedition were not enough to compensate. Though he was 
supported by a number of infl uential fi gures, McCormick was turned 
down by the Admiralty once again. 

In 1884, McCormick published his memoirs at his own expense. 
The ground they covered was by that time well known. They did 
not arouse much interest. In his last years, he ‘became eccentric in 
his dress and habits’ (Keevil, 1943: 55). RB Sharpe (1906: 421) saw 
McCormick at the British Museum shortly before his memoirs were 
published, wearing a ‘broad-brimmed hat’ over a ‘very evident wig’. 

In his last years, McCormick lived in a Wimbledon house he named 
Hecla Villa, after the ship on which he sailed with Parry, and the 
class of ships that included the Erebus. His living companions 
included a duck named ‘the Duchess’, and a sparrow named Polly. 
McCormick died at Hecla Villa on 28 October 1890. He never 
achieved the desired rank of Inspector-General.

Life as a typical naval surgeon and naturalist

Lloyd and Coulter’s (1961, 1963) Medicine and the Navy remains the 
authoritative account of the role of the naval surgeon in the 18th and 
19th centuries. This provides a context for McCormick’s career. 

In 1800, the naval surgeon John Bell addressed a Memorial Concerning 
the Present State of Military and Naval Surgery to Lord Spencer, the 
First Lord of the Admiralty. He complained that on entering the 
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navy, a young surgeon ‘is put down into a hole, there to remain for 
years’, and opined, 

‘To the life of a naval surgeon there are, God knows, no seductions! 
Nothing, as it now stands, can drive a young man into such a 
service, but want of education, or want of friends’ (Lloyd and 
Coulter, 1961: 30). 

With the threat looming of a Napoleonic invasion, the Admiralty was 
forced to act. Though in 1802, all offi  cers except surgeons had their 
pay raised, naval planners began to draw up schemes to encourage 
‘well qualifi ed and respectable persons to enter the [medical] service’ 
(Lloyd and Coulter, 1961: 32). At the time, surgeons were considered 
craftsmen, not professionals.

Reforms were required if the surgeon was to rise to become ‘an 
offi  cer and a gentleman’ (Lloyd and Coulter, 1961: 10). These began 
in 1805. Among the changes, all surgeons became eligible for half-
pay when held on retainer. Drugs were to be provided free, though 
instruments were to be supplied by the practitioner. The surgeon 
was to wear a distinguishing uniform. 

The reforms had an eff ect. Despite hostilities, mortality fell from 1 in 
8 (1780) to 1 in 30 (1812).9 Printed regulations for the care of the sick 
and for the conduct of surgeons, fi rst produced in 1731, were greatly 
extended in 1806. Among these were instructions for the surgeon 
to visit the sick twice a day and present a sick list to the captain 
daily. He should keep a day book from which two journals were 
to be composed – ‘Physical Practice in Diseases’ and ‘Chirurgical 
Operations’ (Lloyd and Coulter, 1961: 23).10 The surgeon’s duties 
should be kept in mind when comparing McCormick’s obligations 
with Darwin’s opportunities.

After the end of the Napoleonic wars in 1815, the number of men in 
the navy was dramatically reduced: from 140,000 (1814) to 24,100 
(1835). As McCormick noted in his memoirs, the outbreak of peace 
meant fewer opportunities for careers in the ‘executive line’. The 
number of medical men fell too, but disproportionately slowly, and 
this congestion meant that competition for promotion among those 
surgeons remaining in active service was intense. 

With the defeat of France, Britain had established itself as ‘the 
world’s only superpower’ (Brockliss, Cardwell, and Moss, 2005: 
vii). The navy moved into surveying and scientifi c adventures as 
a way to justify, and use, its men and ships. The ship’s surgeon, 
with his scientifi c education, was the obvious candidate to manage 
the disciplined job of formally collecting specimens. It became 
common for ‘professional naval surgeons [to take] the opportunity 
to study some scientifi c fi eld in addition to carrying out their 
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normal professional duties’ (Lloyd and Coulter, 1963: 70). The most 
distinguished early role model for such a position was Sir John 
Richardson, who served as surgeon-naturalist-mineralogist on John 
Franklin’s fi rst expedition to Canada (1819-1822). Most surgeon-
naturalists, however, are not remembered.

McCormick entered the navy after the status of naval surgeon had 
been raised. It may never have been as low as John Bell suggested. 
Brockliss, Cardwell and Moss (2005: 19-20) argue that at the start of 
the 19th century many recruits came from ‘middling’ or ‘upwardly 
mobile’ families and were not generally as friendless as Bell implied. 
Though McCormick suggested his father’s death left him without 
enough money or infl uence to join the ‘executive line’ of the navy, 
his medical training in London would have cost perhaps £200 a year, 
‘much the same as a young gentleman at Oxford or Cambridge’ 
(Brockliss, Cardwell, and Moss, 2005: 22). Even so, a surgeon who 
had good connections in the Admiralty would have been bett er 
placed for success in his career. 

Lack of family or fortune aside, McCormick seems to have been 
unable to make friends in high places. Keevil (1943: 39) argues his 
lack of promotion came from antagonising the powerful William 
Burnett  (1779-1861). Burnett  sat on the Victualling Board from 1822, 
and became Director-General of the Medical Department upon its 
creation in 1832. Keevil suggests Burnett  ‘despised the spectacular, 
the second rate, or the dilett ante’. Lloyd and Coulter note Burnett  
was not ‘a scientist or a literary man’, and ‘seldom promoted those 
whose interests obviously lay more in the fi eld of geology or botany 
than medicine’ (Lloyd and Coulter, 1963: 4-5).11 McCormick had 
more enthusiasm for exploration than for medicine, or, indeed, 
natural history. Arguably he was both a dilett ante and second rate. 
His love of the spectacular would not have endeared him to Burnett .

In sum, McCormick seems to have been a man with the wrong 
aptitudes in the wrong place at the wrong time in history. Men 
like Beaufort were encouraging sophisticated scientifi c activity 
in the navy, and men like Burnett  were att empting to rein that in, 
while demanding more of surgeons. McCormick’s eff orts in natural 
history, intended to distinguish himself on the Navy’s congested 
personnel list, antagonised the Admiralty’s Medical Department, 
and alienated those with the power to advance him. Added to this, 
McCormick seemed neither good at, nor dedicated to, disciplined 
natural history collecting. To his detriment, his dabbling came at 
the time when both natural history and medicine were growing  
complex networks in Britain. As a qualifi ed but unexceptional 
naturalist, he had limited capacity for otherwise overcoming his lack 
of connection to London’s scientifi c elite. 
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McCormick’s contributions seem representative of the typical 
surgeon-naturalists in the 19th century. These men were neither 
Huxleys nor Hookers, and certainly they were not Darwins. 
For lack of att ention, their contribution to science largely goes 
unacknowledged. 

McCormick is unusual, however, in that his expression of 
dissatisfaction with his career, rather than success, makes him 
visible. His case is useful because it reveals the tensions inherent in 
the position of the ordinary naval surgeon in the mid-19th century – 
in which one individual performed the roles of doctor, scientist and 
naval offi  cer, and these roles sometimes came into confl ict. These 
tensions were amplifi ed on the Beagle voyage, by the presence of the 
young Charles Darwin. McCormick’s diary off ers an opportunity to 
analyse such tensions.
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McCormick’s diary

Where Darwin’s diary is full of long narrative entries and personal 
refl ections, writt en with a view to publication, McCormick’s entries 
are a brief record, largely, of what was done and when. This is partly 
explained by the diff erences in their experience. Darwin, at 22, was 
a Cambridge educated gentleman, making the fi rst serious voyage 
of his life, while McCormick, at 31, had been in the navy since he 
was 22 himself. For Darwin, everything was new. McCormick had 
seen much of it already. McCormick’s diary does not make the 
kind of interesting reading that Darwin’s does, but when read in 
addition to Darwin’s diary, and with reference to the Ship’s and the 
Captain’s Logs, it off ers another perspective on the voyage. It also 
demonstrates how eye-witness accounts are full of bias, especially 
how what is seen and recorded is framed by social background, 
education, and personal interest. 

McCormick does not mention Darwin once.

‘Journal on Full Pay’
– Plymouth

McCormick began this part of his diary on 9 July 1831, when he 
recorded his appointment to HMS Beagle. He joined the ship on 
20 July – this is confi rmed in the Captain’s and Ship’s Logs.12 His 
diary confi rms that McCormick began as the offi  cial naturalist, and 
continued to consider himself so after Darwin’s arrival. It gives 
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Figure 3. HMS Beagle Floorplan by Philip Gidley King (left)

This diagram of the Beagle shows the captain’s cabin, where Darwin dined 
with FitzRoy, and the gunroom, where McCormick dined with the other 
offi  cers. It also shows the poop cabin, where Darwin worked and slept, and 
the sick bay, where McCormick carried out his duties as surgeon. Source: 
Darwin (1902, facing page 1). Credit: Wellcome Library, London. Image: 
Wellcome Images L0003832. 

a small indication of the surgeon’s responsibilities, and it reveals 
McCormick’s fascination with status and the social divide between 
Darwin and this – and any – surgeon-naturalist. 

The naturalist
The background to Darwin’s arrival on the Beagle is found in his 
correspondence. A lett er from George Peacock to JS Henslow on 6 or 
13 August 1831 advised that Captain Fitz Roy had a vessel ‘fi tt ed out 
expressly for scientifi c purposes’, and that Peacock had been asked 
to recommend a naturalist (Burkhardt and Smith, 1985: 127). It is not 
clear whether Peacock had been approached by Francis Beaufort, 
or by Fitz Roy himself, though Fitz Roy would have approached 
Beaufort fi rst. Henslow off ered the position to Darwin on 24 
August. He wrote, ‘Capt. F. wants a man (I understand) more as a 
companion than a mere collector & would not take any one however 
good a Naturalist who was not recommended to him likewise as 
a gentleman’ (Burkhardt and Smith, 1985: 129). Darwin wrote to 
Beaufort to accept the position on 1 September. The same day, 
Beaufort wrote to Fitz Roy that Peacock ‘has succeeded in gett ing a 
‘Savant’ for you’ (Burkhardt and Smith, 1985: 136).

Gruber (1969: 271) suggested that after meeting McCormick, Fitz Roy 
didn’t like him as a ‘naturalist and/or intellectual companion’ and 
looked for an alternative. In contrast, Burstyn (1975: 63) argued that 
Fitz Roy’s request for a naturalist was a useful fi ction. The captain of 
a surveying ship ‘led an impossible existence’, entirely responsible 
for the welfare of the ship and the crew, and completely isolated 
from informal human contact. The Beagle’s previous captain, Pringle 
Stokes, followed naval tradition by dining alone and killed himself 
before the expedition was complete. The isolation ‘could only be 
broken for a Navy Captain by friendship with someone totally 
outside the chain of command’ (Burstyn, 1975: 69). Thus Darwin’s 
role on board was primarily social, as a dining companion for 
Fitz Roy. McCormick’s skills as a naturalist, and whether Fitz Roy 
liked him, were irrelevant. As the ship’s surgeon, and a subordinate, 
he could never have been the gentleman companion Fitz Roy was 
looking for.13 
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McCormick’s diary adds essential details to the timeline for 
Darwin’s addition to the ship, and to the nature of both men’s roles. 
On Thursday 21 July, McCormick ‘Called on Capt. Fitz . Roy at his 
lodgings’.14 The next entry regarding Fitz Roy is Tuesday 16 August, 
when McCormick ‘Went on board the Shannon Steamer to meet 
Capt. Fitz . Roy on his return from Town’.15 Between 20 July and 16 
August, then, Fitz Roy met McCormick, went to London, put in a 
request to Beaufort for a ‘Savant’ or ‘Naturalist’ or companion, and 
returned to Plymouth. This reasonably short interval, including time 
to travel to London and back, makes it likely that Burstyn is right. 
Fitz Roy would have had litt le time to judge McCormick’s abilities as 
a naturalist, and if he had already developed a personal dislike for 
McCormick, the surgeon’s eff ort to meet the captain on his return 
suggests McCormick himself was unaware of it.16

On 5 September Fitz Roy off ered Darwin a place on board. On 19 
September, Darwin wrote to Fitz Roy from London, regarding a 
conversation with Beaufort about the Admiralty’s claim on his 
work as a naturalist. Since the surgeon’s collection would be ‘at the 
disposal of Government’, this would probably make it easier for 
Darwin to hang on to his own. However, Beaufort advised him that 
while the surgeon could get apparatus free, ‘from Sir W. Barnett  (or 
some such name.)’, Darwin himself should not, because he ‘should 
lose so much vantage ground over the Lords of the Admiralty’ 
(Burkhardt and Smith, 1985: 161). 

McCormick’s diary confi rms that on 26 September, the surgeon 
requested his apparatus. He wrote to Fitz Roy ‘suggesting a supply 
of Materials for preserving Objects of Natural History’.17 McCormick 
was still the offi  cial naturalist, and his presence made it possible 
for Darwin to retain control over his own specimens and work. It 
is interesting to note William Burnett ’s role here, given his negative 
infl uence on McCormick’s career – Darwin wasn’t even sure of 
Burnett ’s name and had no need to seek his approval. 

Darwin’s diary dates his arrival in Plymouth to 24 October. He wrote 
of McCormick to Henslow, on 30 October: ‘My friend the Doctor 
is an ass, but we jog on very amicably: at present he is in great 
tribulation, whether his cabin shall be painted French Grey or a dead 
white – I hear litt le excepting this subject from him’ (Burkhardt and 
Smith, 1985: 176). Clearly Darwin and McCormick had met, clearly 
they had talked enough for Darwin to complain he heard ‘litt le 
excepting this’ and clearly when McCormick wrote to Jameson two 
days later, he still believed himself to be the ship’s offi  cial naturalist. 
In his diary for 1 November, he noted, ‘Wrote a lett er to Professor 
Jameson’.18 The lett er has been lost, but Jameson wrote in reply of 
his pleasure at hearing that McCormick had been appointed to the 
Beagle, and reminded him of good practice for collecting (Gruber, 
1969: 273-274).
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The doctor
We have some indication of the surgeon’s duties, though we are 
missing McCormick’s medical journals. He att ended four surveys at 
the Naval Hospital. On 17 September he went to Plymouth Hospital 
‘about the Beagle’s supply of Medicines’.19 On 19 September, he 
‘Wrote a lett er to the Victualling Board for an Extra supply of 
Medicines to the Beagle’.20 On 13 October he went to the Naval 
Hospital to collect the Beagle’s medicines. While McCormick never 
especially distinguished himself as a doctor during his career, 
it seems reasonable to believe he was competent, and therefore 
representative of most naval surgeons. 

The social climber
McCormick recorded social events and introductions with a relish 
that marks him out as a would-be social climber. He noted that 
on 28 November the captain ‘gave a splendid Dejeuner’ on board 
the Beagle, and that he held similar parties in the afternoons of the 
following two days – ‘a number of Ladies and Gentlemen came off  
to see the ship’. On 29 November, ‘amongst the visitors were the 
Admiral – Sir Manley Dixon, and Lady Dixon and Daughters’.21 
Darwin too, recorded the ‘magnifi cent luncheon’ on 28 November, 
and the following day ‘another large party’, but his nonchalance 
displays his superiority – ‘not being very well, I have not gone to 
it. – In the evening dined with Sir Manley Dixon’ (Keynes, 1988: 9). 
McCormick was delighted to be at a large party with the Admiral, 
but it’s notable he did not mention he was formally introduced. 
Given McCormick’s tendency to record minor social triumphs such 
as this, it seems likely that no introduction occurred. In contrast, 
Darwin did not need to climb. He had already arrived. With an 
invitation to dine with the Admiral in the evening, he could spend 
the day resting.

On 22 November, McCormick wrote that the previous evening he 
‘Went to the Atheneum and saw Harris’s Experiments with the 
Lightning Conductor for Ships’.22 Darwin’s entry for 4 November, 
however, states that in the evening he ‘dined with Mr Harris, (the 
author of several papers on Electricity) and met there several 
pleasant people. – Colonel Hamilton Smith, who is writing on fi shes 
with Cuvier.’ (Keynes, 1988: 5). Darwin had the privilege of meeting 
working experimentalists and naturalists, whereas McCormick, 
in this instance, did not. When Darwin att ended Harris’s ‘popular 
lecture’ on 21 November, he was already acquainted with the 
lecturer (Keynes, 1988: 9). 

On 13 December, Darwin wrote that he ‘dined for the fi rst time in 
Captains cabin & felt quite at home. – Of all the luxuries the Captain 
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has given me, none will be so essential as that of having my meals 
with him’ (Keynes, 1988: 13). The right kind of company meant 
something for Darwin as well as Fitz Roy, and it was precisely this 
company that McCormick was excluded from. 

‘Journal of a Voyage to South America’ 
– the voyage out

After 26 December McCormick’s diary lists, in columns, for four 
pages, the latitude, longitude, ship’s course, wind direction, and 
temperature, from 27 December 1831 to 18 April 1832 for the Beagle, 
and then the equivalent, for two pages, for the Tyne. Nothing similar 
exists in Darwin’s diary, and it marks a diff erence between them: 
one a sailor, the other distinctly not. McCormick also listed the birds 
he shot. These are distinctly unimpressive compared with Darwin’s 
extensive specimen lists. 

Sailing
Darwin and McCormick’s accounts are similar at fi rst. McCormick 
recorded a shoal of porpoises on 30 December; Darwin on 31 
December. Darwin saw a stormy petrel on 31 December, McCormick 
on 2 January. On 3 January 1832 they both recorded passing over 
the ‘eight stones’ as laid down in the charts, but not seeing them. 
On 5 January they both remarked on passing the Salvages, and 
Darwin wrote that the day had been ‘beautiful’ (Keynes, 1988: 19). 
McCormick was more expressive than usual, describing ‘the most 
beautiful sunset since leaving England’.23 He often commented on 
sunsets – and they also feature in the Captain’s Log, presumably 
as something by which to judge the weather and the next day’s 
sailing. He often included ‘A.M.’, ‘P.M.’, and ‘Evening’ in laying 
out his entries, which also resembles the Captain’s and Ship’s Logs, 
and altogether suggests that McCormick’s declared passion for 

Figure 4. Page from McCormick’s ‘Rough diary’ (left)

This page contains entries dated 26 September to 15 October 1831, while 
the Beagle was in harbour at Plymouth. It includes mention of a letter 
to FitzRoy, ‘with a list, suggesting a supply of Materials for preserving 
Objects of Natural History’. Source: McCormick’s ‘Rough diary of 2nd 
Voyage to West-Indies 1830 and Voyage to Rio-Janeiro & South-America 
in 1831-2 &c’. MS 3359 in Robert McCormick Collection, Wellcome Library. 
Credit: Wellcome Library, London. Image: Wellcome Images L0048856.
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natural history is, as his later biography would suggest, secondary 
to his naval training and aspirations to command. McCormick did 
occasionally make an observation that Darwin seemed to miss – on 
15 January McCormick saw the ‘Vane at the Mast-Head was covered 
with a very fi ne brown coloured dust’, and surmised that this had 
been ‘brought from the African Deserts by the Harmatt an Winds’.24 
This may well be a sailor’s observation rather than a naturalist’s. It 
is the only place in the diary where McCormick off ered a theory to 
explain what he observed. 

St Jago and the Baobab Tree
On 16 January the ship arrived at Porto Praya, St Jago. On 18 
January, McCormick wrote in his diary that he ‘saw the remarkable 
Baobob Tree’.25 He recorded in his diary that on 20 January 1832 he 
went back to the baobab tree. He did not mention Darwin, though 
Darwin’s much longer account of the same day begins ‘I took a long 
walk with Maccormick’, and together they came to the ‘celebrated 
Baobob trees’ (Keynes, 1988: 26). This is the fi rst time Darwin’s diary 
mentions McCormick by name. Darwin’s account recorded that on 
24 January he, Fitz Roy, and Lieutenant Wickham returned to the 
tree. McCormick’s diary has no entry for that date. McCormick, it 
seems, having perhaps shown Darwin the tree, was then left behind. 
I will return to the episode of the baobab tree in the next section and 
explore issues of ownership in science and the impact of exclusion 
and textual excision. 

On 23 January, however, both McCormick and Darwin wrote that 
they found a deep ravine. Again, McCormick did not mention 
Darwin, but Darwin mentioned McCormick. The surgeon-naturalist 
recorded he ‘shot three Tropic Birds in the Ravine and saw a 
wild cat in it’.26 Darwin included a snide comment that suggested 
McCormick’s main interest in wildlife was in killing it: ‘a large wild 
cat bounded across & reached its den before Maccormick could 
shoot it’ (Keynes, 1988: 28). Much of McCormick’s record of St Jago 

Figure 5. Sketch of the Baobab Tree, Possibly by Robert FitzRoy (right)

Sketch of the same baobab tree (Adansonia digitata L.) highlighted by 
MacCormick (1884). This sketch is located in Darwin’s ‘Cape de Verds’ fi eld 
notebook but is drawn possibly by FitzRoy. The numbers ‘36.3’ and ‘2.8’ 
almost (but not quite) match the measurements Darwin recorded in his 
diary. Source: English Heritage Darwin Notebook No 1.4. Credit: Image 
courtesy of English Heritage. Image: DP089697.
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is of the things he shot – a vulture, some sparrows, crows, and 
kingfi shers, among others. This corroborates the criticism later made 
of his geological collections: he was not selective and took multiple 
specimens of things that were already well known.27 

It is not clear what happened to McCormick’s birds from the Beagle 
voyage, but it is probable that he was obliged to leave them on the 
ship rather than take them back with him on the Tyne. I will return to 
this in the following section, concerning a particular kingfi sher that 
McCormick shot and Darwin referenced. Keevil (1943: 48) remarked 
that McCormick’s specimens from the Erebus were given to Sir John 
Richardson for identifi cation. While it is unlikely that McCormick 
could have worked them up on his own, this does seem to confi rm 
that surgeon naturalists were defi ned as ‘mere’ collectors and not 
permitt ed to do further work on their own specimens.

St Paul’s Rocks
Darwin’s account of 16 February recorded that two boats were 
launched to St Paul’s Rocks (Keynes, 1988: 36). Browne (1995: 204) 
includes the episode in Voyaging, but her analysis is mistaken. She 
suggests Darwin was in one boat, which landed on the rocks where 
he was able to make collections, while McCormick was in the other, 
which stayed in the waves. McCormick’s diary tells a diff erent story. 
That day, he wrote that he ‘took a sketch of St Paul’s – the rocks were 
covered with Birds, chiefl y Boobies, and Noddies – two Boats were 
sent to examine the Island – two Sharks were caught on board, had 
part of one for dinner’.28 Contra Browne (1995), McCormick was left 
on board the Beagle, sketching. Darwin also noted that ‘during our 
absence 2 large [sharks] were caught from the ship’ (Keynes, 1988: 
36). McCormick’s exclusion was more pronounced than Browne 
presents. The offi  cial naturalist role in practice had passed over to 
Fitz Roy’s gentleman companion.

Bahia
In Bahia, McCormick seems to have been kept mostly on the Beagle. 
When able to leave the ship, it appears he was more concerned 
with socialising on HMS Samarang than with collecting. Between 
28 February and 15 March, when the Beagle left Bahia, McCormick 
recorded going on board the Samarang on seven days and dining 
there three times. When he did go on shore, however, it was often 
in the evening, when, because of failing light, collecting would 
have been more diffi  cult. Only on 10 March did McCormick record 
collecting specimens, when he ‘Went on shore, shot an Anno and 
another small Bird near the lake a litt le beyond the Town’.29 
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Abrolhos Islands
The Beagle reached the Abrolhos Islands on 29 March 1832. 
McCormick’s entry for this day contains the most detailed natural 
history observations in his Beagle diary. He wrote about the birds he 
shot and the nests he found, ‘some containing two Eggs and others 
only one’. He noted, ‘some of the Frigate Pelicans were perfectly 
black with a deep scarlet pouch in front of the neck, which the bird 
could distend at pleasure’, and the islands were ‘thickly covered 
with grass and weeds – but no wort’.30 

After the Beagle’s arrival at Rio on 4 April, McCormick quickly 
moved to get himself off  the ship.

Rio de Janeiro
The Captain’s Log states that on 15 April the Captain paid the crew 
at Rio.31 This was not a random date for McCormick’s invaliding – he 
waited for his pay before leaving. This marks, again, the diff erence 
between McCormick the surgeon, dependent on the navy for his 
livelihood, and Darwin the passenger, drawing on funds from his 
father throughout the voyage. On Monday 23 April, McCormick 
signed the ‘Survey on Medicines’, completing his duties, and 
received his invaliding certifi cate.32 He left the Beagle on 24 April. The 
Ship’s Log does not record his going, but it does record a distinct 
drop in the meat rations taken on board, which suggests that a 
number of the crew left the ship at Rio.33 On 25 April, McCormick 
went on board the Tyne to report. On 29 April, it sailed for England.

‘Journal of a Voyage to South America’ 
– the voyage back

On the Tyne, McCormick recorded when he dined with the Captain 
and others: on 1 May, with the Captain and the Purser; on 12 May, 
with the Captain and the Second Lieutenant; on 26 May, with the 
Captain and the Marine Offi  cer; on 13 June, with the Captain and the 
Second Lieutenant again. The Captain, McCormick noted, also dined 
repeatedly in the gunroom. These notes demonstrate McCormick’s 
fi xation with social interaction. They also suggest not every ship was 
run like Fitz Roy’s. Some captains dined with their offi  cers, and even 
joined the men in the gunroom, breaking down the rank divisions. 

Importantly, McCormick’s shift from the Beagle to the Tyne was a 
shift from surgeon to passenger. His changed status allowed him to 
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dine with the captain more regularly than the ship’s own offi  cers. 
Ironically, his position on the Tyne became more like Darwin’s on 
the Beagle. Unlike Darwin, however, McCormick did not carry out 
naturalist work on the journey home. Once away from the Beagle, he 
made comments on the weather, wind direction, boats and a wreck 
sighted. He wrote like a sailor, with a sailor’s concerns.
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No loss?

McCormick’s excision of the Beagle from his 1884 memoirs has 
aff ected scholarship for more than a century. Att ention to the detail 
of Darwin and McCormick’s accounts, furthermore, shows the 
eff ects of excision in Darwin’s own work, and it raises important 
questions about the history of natural history.

During his time with the Beagle, McCormick noted in his diary, he 
shot 17 ‘kingfi shers’. In his list of birds shot, McCormick called the 
kingfi shers ‘Alcedo’. One of the specimens, according to Darwin’s 
records, was more noteworthy than the others. On a page in his 
‘Cape de Verds’ fi eld notebook34 dated to 3 February 1832, Darwin 
wrote,

wild cats. kingfi sher 
Lizard MacCormick35

Another page, dated to 4 February, repeats,

Kingfi sher eating lizard Mac C

On neither of these dates does Darwin’s diary mention McCormick. 
McCormick’s diary has no entry for 3 February, though he did 
record having shot two kingfi shers on 4 February. It is possible that 
Darwin and McCormick were together on these dates and neither 
recorded it, but Darwin seems to have occasionally recorded events 
in his notebooks as they come to mind rather than as they occurred. 
This seems to be the case, for example, for the entry inside the cover 
of his ‘Bahia Blanca to Buenos Ayres’ notebook36, ‘Cusco places 
eggs in other birds nests’ (undated), which he repeated in the same 
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notebook as ‘Bird called Chusco lays in sparrows nest’ in an entry 
on 13 September 1833, upon observing a number of female ostriches 
laying eggs in one nest. Repetition suggests that the information had 
signifi cance for Darwin, rather than that the events are repeated. 
It is reasonable to conclude that whenever the incident with the 
kingfi sher, the lizard and McCormick took place, Darwin was struck 
by it enough to record it twice.

The cryptic ‘Kingfi sher eating lizard Mac C’ is explained in Darwin’s 
list of ‘Specimens not in spirits’, published as part of Keynes’s (2000) 
edition of Charles Darwin’s Zoology Notes. In the section titled ‘1832 St 
Jago’, Darwin wrote: 

191 X Alcedo. [Senegal kingfi sher, listed as Halcyon 
erythrorhyncha Gould in Zoology 3: 41-2] Very frequent in the 
valleys where there is no water.— but still more abundant near 
water as at St Domingo. Their stomach[s] contain wings &c of 
Orthopterous insects, & Mr Maccormick one was caught one with 
a lizard in its craw. (Keynes, 2000: 371)

The insertions (in [ ] brackets) are Keynes’s. The deletions (crossout), 
however, are Darwin’s. 

Working through the deletions, it is clear that this note refers to the 
same event as the notebook and that McCormick caught or shot a 
specimen of this kingfi sher while it was eating a lizard. This was 
remarkable enough that Darwin transferred the (double) entry from 
his fi eld notes to his specimen list. It is not clear, however, why 
Darwin crossed out McCormick’s name here in the list. Nonetheless, 
the deletions become signifi cant when the kingfi sher is featured 
in The zoology of the voyage of HMS Beagle. The entry on Halcyon 
erythrorhyncha includes narrative writt en from Darwin’s perspective: 

I opened the stomachs of several, and found them fi lled with the 
wing cases of Orthopterous insects, the constant inhabitants of all 
sterile countries; and in the craw of one there was part of a lizard. 
(Gould, 1839: 41)

The change in the text from the specimen note to the published work 
is small but striking. The published text implies that ‘part of a lizard’ 
was found in the ‘craw’ of a specimen that Darwin dissected – which, 
by extension, was Darwin’s specimen. McCormick, the collector of 
the specimen, has disappeared from the account completely. 

Following the notes through in this way we can see the process by 
which the naval surgeon, as collector, can be made to disappear. 
McCormick’s contribution to Darwin’s work here, small as it may 
be, goes unacknowledged. The excision seems deliberate, though 
we can only speculate about motive. Did Darwin’s personal 
dislike of McCormick infl uence him? Did one (or indeed some) 
of McCormick’s specimens make its (or their) way into Darwin’s 
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collection, and did Darwin want to claim ownership so as to keep 
it from the Admiralty? Was McCormick simply too unimportant to 
Darwin, as an individual or as a naturalist, to deserve credit?

Back to the Baobab Tree

Issues of ownership and excision arise in Darwin and McCormick’s 
diff ering accounts of the baobab tree. McCormick’s diary describes 
how he found the tree on 18 January, and revisited it on 20 January. 
Darwin’s diary describes how 20 January was his own fi rst sight 
of the tree, and he revisited it on 24 January, with Fitz Roy and 
Wickham. Darwin’s diary refers to a sketch made of the tree by 
Fitz Roy, which is perhaps the one in his ‘Cape de Verds’ fi eld 
notebook (Figure 5).

Darwin recorded in his diary on 20 January that at the height of 2’ 8”, 
the circumference of the tree was 36’ 2”. The numbers do not quite 
match the fi gures on the sketch, but they are close. McCormick’s 
diary for 2 February records that he went back to the tree and 
measured it himself, and came away with a value of ‘36 ½ feet 
circumference’.37 The repetition here suggests competition – either 
Darwin’s party of 24 January had not communicated its fi ndings to 
McCormick, or McCormick felt the need to check them. Or, I would 
suggest, measuring the tree is an act of ownership. McCormick was 
att empting to assert himself as a qualifi ed naturalist. 

On 6 February 1832, McCormick’s diary records that he made his 
own sketch of the tree. He made another on his return to the tree 
in 1839, and this is featured in his 1884 memoirs as a lithograph 
(Figures 6 and 7). The most illustrative aspect of this lithograph is the 
inclusion of McCormick’s initials, near the top of the central trunk. 
His memoirs recall that in 1839,

On reaching the baobab-tree, I ascended it, and looked for my own 
initials, which I had cut, with the year 1832, on the main stem, 
about two-thirds up the tree, when here in that year… I now added 
the present year, 1839, beneath the former one… (MacCormick, 
1884: 1: 15)

The sketch, and the writt en account, are most remarkable for what 
they leave out. McCormick’s initials stand alone, marking clearly 
that this is his tree. Darwin’s diary, however, tells the story very 
diff erently. On 20 January 1832 he wrote,

This tree is supposed to be one of the longest lived that exists… 
This one bears on its bark the signs of its notoriety – it is as 
completely covered with initials & dates as any one in Kensington 
gardens. (Keynes, 1988: 26)
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Figure 6. Baobab Tree (full), McCormick’s Version (left)

Illustration of the baobab tree (Adansonia digitata L.) as it appears in 
McCormick’s memoirs. Note his initials and dates in the upper trunk of 
the tree. Also note the absence of other initials or graffi  ti. Compare with 
Figures 5 and 7. Source: MacCormick (1884: 2: 16). Credit: Wellcome 
Library, London. Image: Wellcome Images V0043025.

McCormick, in drawing the tree marked with only his name, 
removed all his rivals, just as Darwin, in striking McCormick’s name 
out of his specimen list, could take all the credit for the kingfi sher 
with the lizard in its craw.38

These examples demonstrate the importance of comparing 
alternative accounts and of detailed study of manuscript sources. 
The published account of the kingfi sher contains no hint of what has 
been removed. McCormick’s version of the tree tells a diff erent story 
when compared to Darwin’s diary. More specifi cally, they force us 
to ask: in 19th century natural history, what has been lost – who, 
and how? And what value may be found in returning these acts and 
individuals to the record?
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Figure 7. Baobab Tree (close-up), McCormick’s Version

Close-up of McCormick’s carving into the baobab tree 
(Adansonia digitata L.). The characters are McCormick’s 
initials and the two dates of his visits, 1832 and 1839. Compare 
with Figures 5 and 6. Source: MacCormick (1884: 2: 16). 
Credit: Wellcome Library, London. Image: Wellcome Images 
V0043025.
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Conclusion

In a footnote to his 1969 paper on McCormick, Gruber wrote: 

What is still required is a detailed history in which the 
contributions of the many naval collectors and observers are related 
to the development of the body of natural history data necessary 
for the elaboration of biology by mid-nineteenth century. (Gruber, 
1969: 269)

If this was required in 1969, it is well overdue now. Nothing has 
yet to replace Lloyd and Coulter (1961, 1963).39 Meanwhile, recent 
work has noted the contributions made to science by fi gures largely 
absent from dominant historical narratives. Other work has carefully 
considered processes by which contributors disappear. For instance, 
there are notable similarities between surgeon-naturalists and 
Shapin’s (1989) ‘invisible technicians’. The surgeons, too, were paid 
a wage. Their specimen collections belonged to their employer (the 
Admiralty). They were rarely acknowledged in print so received 
litt le recognition for their work.

Writing on Bartholomew James Sulivan, however, Brinkman (2003: 
69) argues that few naval offi  cers were paid to collect specimens, 
so they ‘should not be considered the hired assistants of natural 
science’. Surgeon-naturalists made their collections in addition to 
their medical duties. Sulivan (an executive offi  cer) sent the fossil 
specimens he had collected in Patagonia to Darwin and Darwin 
expressly acknowledged him in print and supported his work, 
but Sulivan still slipped into obscurity. Brinkman (2003: 69) uses 
Sulivan’s case to propose a general model of the processes by which 
naturalists disappear from the historical record. At the top of his list 
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of factors is ‘lack of scientifi c standing’ – most obviously, as a serving 
naval offi  cer, Sulivan could not be an active, fraternizing member of 
London’s scientifi c community. This would certainly also apply to 
active naval surgeons. 

In recent years biographies have been published on a number of 
largely forgott en naval surgeons and naturalists: Alexander Collie, 
appointed Colonial Surgeon to Western Australia (Chessell, 2008); 
Archibald Menzies, who introduced the Monkey Puzzle tree to 
Britain and ‘laid the foundations for the development of botany in 
Northwest America’ (McCarthy, 2008: 1); and Edward Lawton Moss, 
who served as a surgeon on the British Arctic Expedition 1875-1876 
(Appleton and Barr, 2008). Each of these, however, looks at the 
contribution of a notable individual, rather than naval surgeons as a 
group. 

The materials exist for a detailed investigation into the duties and 
observations of the naval surgeon. The National Archives at Kew 
recently catalogued hundreds of medical journals dating from the 
19th century. Notably, many of them are medical journals from 
convict ships. They could therefore also off er a new perspective on 
the history of penal transportation. The materials also exist for a new 
study of McCormick. His case raises questions about the infl uence 
of the Medical Department as an administrative body upon the 
activities of naval surgeons, and about the fate of specimens collected 
by McCormick and others. The Department of Zoology at the 
Natural History Museum still holds some of McCormick’s specimens 
from the Erebus voyage. The Wellcome Library holds many more 
of his manuscripts, one of which contains his notes on Jameson’s 
Edinburgh lectures. 

In a lett er to Henslow on 16 June 1832, Darwin called McCormick ‘a 
philosopher of rather an ancient date’ (Burkhardt and Smith, 1985: 
238). Darwin considered himself part of a new, modern generation. 
Secord has writt en,

older traditions in natural history…had encouraged participation 
by a wide range of people in the making of knowledge.…Young 
Lyell, in contrast, tended to dismiss provincials, colonials, women 
and working people as mere sources of information, whose facts 
gained meaning by being drawn together and reasoned upon by the 
few. (Secord, 1997: xv)

Darwin considered McCormick’s departure ‘no loss’, and struck 
McCormick’s name out of his specimen lists. As historians of science, 
we should not lose sight of McCormick’s contribution. Nor should 
we lose sight of the social and editorial processes by which he and so 
many others have been excised from history.
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Endnotes

1 Darwin’s account of the voyage, Journal of Charles Darwin, M.A., 
Naturalist to the Beagle (1832-1836), was published in 1839 as 
the third volume in Fitz Roy (1839). It also was published as a 
separate volume in the same year (Darwin, 1839).

2 As only one example, in an entry in his ‘Buenos Ayres to Santa 
Fe’ fi eld notebook (English Heritage notebook no 1.13) for 10 
October 1833, Darwin records fi nding a horse tooth. The tooth 
contributes to his theory of extinction, which he describes in 
Darwin (1859: 318).

3 Taylor (2008: 80-81), includes an image of a page from the 
manuscript, and some brief quotations from the text, but these 
have small mistakes in transcription, and he off ers limited 
analysis.

4 Fisher (2004) mentions Bynoe’s promotion on the Beagle but does 
not name McCormick as his predecessor.

5 Lack of scholarship on McCormick means this section has 
depended for biographical details on his own memoirs and on 
Keevil (1943), despite acknowledging their unreliability.

6 ‘Half-pay’ meant reduced wages paid to naval offi  cers in non-
active service. It was used as a type of retainer for those between 
assignments or for those unavailable owing to illness.

7 The surrendering of collections was standard practice for naval 
personnel. As it turned out, some of McCormick’s specimens 
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of a Great Skua were described as a new species, Megalestris 
maccormicki. A fossil willow he collected also was identifi ed as a 
new species, Salix mccormickii.

8 This is included as a section in his memoirs.

9 Some of this may be due to the treatment of scurvy with lemon 
juice, introduced across the fl eet in the 1790s.

10 Unfortunately, McCormick’s medical journals from the Beagle 
appear not to have survived. They are not catalogued at the 
Wellcome Library, the National Archives, or the National 
Maritime Museum. Archivists in these repositories had no 
knowledge about the existence of these materials elsewhere.

11 McLean’s recently published Surgeons of the Fleet paints a 
diff erent picture of Burnett , as someone who ‘encouraged 
contributions to mineralogy, geology, botany and climatology’ 
(McLean, 2010: 51). It is possible that Burnett ’s apparent dislike 
of McCormick was more personal. 

12 Both Logs are held at the National Archives, Kew. The Captain’s 
Logs for 1831-4 are item ADM51/3054, and the Ship’s Logs for 
1831-6 are item ADM53/236.

13 Thomson (2003: 144) rejects Burstyn’s argument, reinterpreting 
Henslow’s insistence on gentlemanly status as a reassurance that 
the naturalist’s position was suitable for someone of Darwin’s 
social standing. He argues that it was not unusual to take along 
an extra expert. Nevertheless, he accepts that Darwin would 
have been an additional naturalist to McCormick.

14 Wellcome Library, MS3359, (2)ii. See appendix.

15 MS3359, (2)iii. See appendix.

16 It is possible McCormick was aware Fitz Roy didn’t care for him 
and was att empting to win him over. However, McCormick’s 
diary continued to record his encounters with Fitz Roy in a 
manner that suggests the captain was quite happy with him, at 
least until the Beagle departed England – on 17 November, for 
instance, McCormick noted that Fitz Roy introduced him to a 
Lord Commissioner of the Admiralty.

17 MS3359, (2)v.

18 MS3359, (2)vi.

19 MS3359, (2)iv.

20 MS3359, (2)iv.
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21 MS3359, (2)ix.

22 MS3359, (2)viii.

23 MS3359, (3)2-3.

24 MS3359, (3)7-8.

25 MS3359, (3)9-10. The tree was signifi cant enough to McCormick 
that in his memoirs he mentioned returning to it years later, in 
1839 (MacCormick, 1884: 1: 15). 

26 MS3359, (3)12.

27 MS3359, (3)g-i. Though McCormick records some birds as 
undescribed, most of them are named.

28 MS3359, (3)17-18.

29 MS3359, (3)21.

30 MS3359, (3)24-25.

31 Captain’s Logs, ADM51/3054.

32 MS3359, (3)29.

33 Ship’s Logs, ADM53/236.

34 English Heritage notebook no 1.4.

35 At the time of writing, the notebooks were unpublished except 
online at <www.darwin-online.org.uk>. I had access to new 
digital photographs from English Heritage, which are now 
available online through their website. Transcripts have now 
been published (Chancellor and van Wyhe, 2009).

36 English Heritage notebook no 1.11.

37 MS3359, (3)15.

38 In 2009, Randal Keynes (Darwin’s great-great-grandson) visited 
Santiago in the Cape Verde islands. At my request, he looked for 
McCormick’s initials on the baobab trees there. He found some 
possible marks, but they were not conclusive.

39 McLean’s (2010: 51-54) Surgeons of the Fleet provides a new study 
of naval surgeons from the early-19th to early-20th centuries, but 
his consideration of their work as naturalists and collectors is 
limited to the successes of a small number of mostly well known 
fi gures. For McLean, these additional roles create opportunities 
rather than tensions (McLean, 2010: 51-54).
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Transcripti on. 
Robert McCormick’s HMS Beagle diary 
9 July 1931 to 18 June 1832

This appendix presents a transcription of two sections from 
McCormick’s diaries of his career in naval service. These sections 
cover his time on HMS Beagle. They include his service while the 
ship was moored at Plymouth and the fi rst months of the voyage. 
Also included is the portion that covers his return on HMS Tyne.

Descripti on of the diary

The diary used in this transcription is item MS3359 in the ‘Robert 
McCormick Collection,’ located in the Wellcome Library, London. 
McCormick has sectioned this diary into three elements: 

· journal of a voyage to the West Indies.
12 January to 27 June 1830

· journal on full pay. 
9 July to 26 December 1831
This covers the period he served on HMS Beagle while the 
ship was moored at Plymouth

· journal of a voyage to South America.
27 December 1831 to 18 June 1832
This covers the Beagle’s voyage as far as Rio de Janeiro, and 
McCormick’s return to England on HMS Tyne
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The pages are 8vo, 19cm by 12cm, and unbound. They are collected 
in a paper wrapping. On the outside of the wrapping is writt en the 
title, ‘Rough diary of 2nd Voyage to West-Indies 1830 and Voyage to 
Rio-Janeiro & South-America in 1831-2 &c’. On the inside is writt en, 
‘22 R Place’. The wrapping is dated August 1877. 

The diary is writt en in black ink. The handwriting and format is so 
regular as to indicate that this may be a fair copy of the diary writt en 
at sea. The sections are numbered (1), (2) and (3), but this has been 
added in pencil, and the numbering does not match McCormick’s 
hand. The page marked (1) also is marked ‘18870’ in pencil, and this, 
according to the library’s label, is the press mark. 

Editor’s notes on the transcripti on

This appendix transcribes only sections (2) and (3) of the diary. 

Section (2) in the diary lacks page numbering. This has been added 
here, in italicised lowercase Roman numerals set within [ ] brackets. 
The fi rst 10 pages of section (3) are also unnumbered in the original. 
These pages consist of a list of latitudes and longitudes followed 
by a list of birds McCormick shot. Page numbering has been added 
here using lowercase lett ering (a, b, c, ...) set within [ ] brackets. The 
next 36 pages of section (3) were numbered by McCormick, and his 
pagination has been preserved here. The fi nal two pages of this diary 
are blank.

In section (3), pages [a]-[d] record the dates, latitudes, longitudes, 
ship’s course, wind direction, and temperature, for the Beagle voyage 
(27 December 1831 through 18 April 1832). Pages [e]-[f] record these 
for the Tyne ‘on her passage to England’ in 1832. These pages have 
been omitt ed from the transcription presented here.

Editorial notati ons

[ ]  Editor’s intervention
[…?]  Uncertain reading
| End of page
⎯ (Strikethrough) McCormick’s deletion
– (Dash) McCormick’s punctuation 

Spelling, capitalisation and other punctuation follows McCormick’s 
original.
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Secti on (2) of McCormick’s “Rough diary”

[page] [text]

[i] (2) [in pencil]

 Journal on Full Pay

 – 

 Saturday July 9th. 1831. Appointed to H.M. Sloop Beagle. – 
Sunday 10th, dined at the Leicester Dining Rooms, and at 
6 P.M. left Town by the Telegraph Coach for South Town. 
Monday 11th. 11 A.M. arrived in South Town. – Thursday 
14th – 1/2 past 3 P.M. set off  by Telegraph Coach for Town. 
– Friday 15th. 1/4 before 7 A.M. arrived in Town. returned 
to Lodgings at 15 Duke St. Adelphi. – Saturday 16th dined 
at the Leicester Rooms. purchased a Guitar at Barbe’s in the 
[Quadrant?] and sent it to South-Town. – Sunday 17th, 3 
P.M. left Town by the Thames Steamer from Union Stairs – 
Anchored at the Nose for the night. – Monday 18th, passed 
Margate. – Broadstairs – Ramsgate – Deal – Dover – Hastings 
– St. Leonards &c. – Tuesday 19th hove to off  Cowes, and 
passed through the Needles. Wednesday July 20 – arrived in 
Catwater, Plymouth|

 [ii]  between 3. and 4 P.M. took a Boat round to Hamoaze 
on-board the Beagle’s Hulk (Active) found the Offi  cers at 
Dinner, got my baggage on board, and in the Evening – 
went on Shore, and slept at the London-Inn – Thursday 21st. 
Called on Capt. Fitz . Roy at his lodgings, and went with 
him to the Dock Yard. Went on board the Beagle – lying in 
the Camber. – took up my quarters on board the Hulk to 
day, dined, and slept on board for the fi rst time – Friday 
July 22nd, Went on board the Beagle, and dined on board 
the Hulk. – Tuesday 26th, Beagle removed from the Camber 
alongside the Dock Yard. Wednesday 27th. Beagle taken into 
the North Dock –|

 [iii] Sunday July 31st. Att ended – forenoon Service at the Dock 
Yard Chapel. – Thursday Aug. 4th. Went to Plymouth Races, 
and in the Evening to the Plymouth Theatre[,] saw Fanny 
Kimble as Isabella After-Piece – the Scape Goat. – Sunday 
7th. Att ended forenoon Service at the Dock Yard Chapel – 
Sunday 14th – Att ended forenoon Service at the Dock Yard 
Chapel. – Tuesday 16th. Went on board the Shannon Steamer 
to meet Capt. Fitz . Roy on his return from Town. – Monday 
22nd – Had Tea and Cards at the Master’s lodgings in 
Dumford Street Stonehouse. – Thursday 25th gave a dinner 
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to the Captain and party on board the Hulk. – Saturday 
27th Att ended an Invaliding Survey at the Naval Hospital. 
– in the Evening – received a lett er from Capt. Fitz -Roy – 
acquainting me with the Beagles destinations|

 [iv] Sunday Aug. 28th. Att ended Divine Service at the Dock Yard 
Chapel. Thursday Sept. 8th. Saw the Procession in honor 
of the Coronation of their Majestys – from the Dock-Yard – 
Sunday 11th, Att ended Forenoon Service at the Dock-Yard 
Chapel. – Saturday 17th at Noon, saw the Beagle come out 
of Dock. – after gett ing her Masts and Bowsprit in alongside 
the Sheer Hulk, she was warfed alongside the Active Hulk. – 
Ordered a Compass and Thermometer at Cox the Optician’s 
– Went to Plymouth Hospital about the Beagle’s supply of 
Medicines – Sunday 18th, Att ended Forenoon Service at 
the Dock Yard Chapel. Monday 19th, Wrote a lett er to the 
Victualling Board for an Extra supply of Medicines to the 
Beagle. Sunday 25th, Att ended forenoon, and Afternoon 
Service at the Dock Yd. Chapel.|

 [v] Monday Sept. 26th. Wrote a lett er to Capt. Fitz -Roy, with a 
list, suggesting a supply of Materials for preserving Objects 
of Natural History. – Thursday 29th – Accompanied Capt. 
Fitz -Roy to the Naval Hospital on a Survey – visited Dr. 
Armstrong’s Collection of Minerals. – Sunday Oct. 2nd. 
Att ended forenoon Service at the Dock Yard Chapel. (Wet 
day) Friday 7th. Att ended a Survey on Warrant Offi  cers at 
the Commissioner’s Offi  ce, Naval Hospital[.] Sunday 9th. 
Att ended Forenoon & Afternoon Service at the Dock Yard 
Chapel. (wet afternoon.) Thursday 13th – Went to the Naval 
Hospital in the Boat for the Beagle’s Medicines – blew a hard 
Gale of Wind with heavy rain in the Afternoon – Saturday 
15th – Went to a Concert at the Devonport Town-Hall in the 
Evening. –|

 [vi] Sunday 16th. Att ended forenoon and Afternoon Service at the 
Dock-Yard Chapel (P.M. alone) Friday Oct. 21st. Att ended 
a Survey at the Naval Hospital, called on Mr. & Mrs Rae. – 
Sunday 23rd blowing a Gale of Wind with Rain – prevented 
going on shore. Friday 28th. Beagle shifted from the Hulk to 
the Buoy. – Sunday-30th. Att ended forenoon and Afternoon 
Service at the Dock-Yard Chapel. Monday 31st. Att ended a 
Survey at the Naval Hospital. – Tuesday Novr. 1st. Wrote a 
lett er to Professor Jameson. – Wednesday 2nd. Entered my 
Name as a subscriber to the Naval Charitable Society – at 
Lieut. Priest’s. – Sunday 6th – Att ended forenoon Service at 
the Dock Yard Chapel – Wind & Rain – (A – t) Tuesday 8th. 
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Went to Plymouth Fair – Sunday 13th, Att ended forenoon & 
afternoon Service at the Dock Yard|

 [vii] Chapel – Weather fi ne – (A – t) in the Evening Capt. Fitz -Roy 
brought the Fuegians on board. Monday Novr. 14th – saw  
Fuegia Basket at Weakley’s Hotel – Tuesday 15th Capt. Fitz . 
Roy received his Orders for the Beagle’s Voyage round the 
World – to sail between the 30th of Novr. and the 5th of Decr. 
– Thursday 17th 4 P.M. The Lords Commissioners of the 
Admiralty visited the Beagle[,] introduced by Capt. Fitz . Roy 
to Sir Jas. Graham. – Friday 18th. Visited the Museum of the 
Atheneum at Plymouth. – Sunday 20th. Att ended forenoon 
and afternoon Service at the Dock Yard Chapel – (P.M. 
alone) (P-t) Am & P.M) – Tuesday 22nd – Shifted over from 
the Hulk to the Beagle, & slept on board.|

 [viii] Att ended a Survey at the Naval Hospital. – Dined with Dr. 
Armstrong last Evening. Went to the Atheneum and saw 
Harris’s Experiments with the Lightning Conductor for 
Ships. – Wednesday Novr. 23rd – in the Afternoon, Beagle 
went out of harbour, to Barnpool, dined on board for the 
fi rst time – Imogene lying in Barnpool. Thursday 24th. 
Breakfasted on board fi rst time. – Went on shore, – ordered 
Note and Drawing Books at Colman’s, put my name down 
for the next Raffl  e for Annuals – got my Compass from 
Coxes – (s-w M.C [)] Dined on board H.M.S Fly. Saturday 
26th, H.M.S. Imogene sailed for India. – Sunday Novr. 27th – 
Att ended forenoon and afternoon Service at the Dock-Yard 
Chapel (A.M. Rain A-t) P.M. Fine P-t)|

 [ix] Monday Novr. 28th. Capt. Fitz  Roy gave a splendid Dejeuner 
on board the Beagle, and two following days at 2 P.M. – a 
number of Ladies and Gentlemen came off  to see the ship 
– amongst them the Misses I__n – the Beagle was gaily 
dressed in colours. – Tuesday 29th – amongst the visitors 
were the Admiral – Sir Manley Dixon, and Lady Dixon and 
Daughters. – In the Evening went to a party at Usborn’s. – 
Wednesday 30th. – a much larger party on board than on the 
two previous days – amongst the Ladies were Mrs. and the 
two eldest Misses C – and  Brother – & Miss P. – Thursday 
Decr. 1st. – about 5 P.M. the Foudroyant’s Barge with the Fly 
Captain’s Family – came alongside on their way to the shore 
from the Caledonia – Sunday Decr. 4th – Att ended forenoon 
Service at the Dock Yard Chapel. (A-t) – Monday 5th, 
prevented from sailing by Westerly Winds. –|

 [x] Tuesday Decr. 6th – Called at Capt. Kirby’s Somerset Place 
Stoke – in the Evening – att empted to get off  to the Ship 
from Mount. Wise – but it blew so hard the Boat could not 
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steer the Wind & Tide and was obliged to put back. – Slept 
at the London-Inn. – Thursday 8th. Went to Plymouth and 
att ended Col. Smith’s Lecture on Richard 1st. in Palestine – at 
the Atheneum. – Friday 9th Went on shore this forenoon & 
returned on board to dinner – Saturday Dec 10th – 1/2 past 11 
A.M. Weighed from Barnpool with a fresh Breeze from S.W. 
passed close to the Caledonia in the Sound[,] day showery 
– several Kitt iwakes following in the wake of the Ship – at 
night the Wind increased to a fresh Gale, with thick rainy 
weather. (Ran round Drake’s Island to the Sound)|

 [xi] Sunday Decr. 11th. 9 Am. bore up for Plymouth, the Wind 
being right ahead and blowing fresh – the weather thick 
and hazy – concealing the land. – passed close to the 
Eddystone, over the very top of which the sea was breaking 
– about noon once more anchored in Barnpool, (day rainy). 
– Tuesday 13th, Went on shore for the fi rst time since our 
return. – Wednesday 14th went on shore – and to Stoke in 
the Evening – Saturday 17th, Curry and Brooking dined 
on board with me. – went on shore in the Evening – night 
stormy – slept at the London [Inn.] Sunday 18th, att ended 
forenoon and afternoon Service at the Dock Yard Chapel – 
(A.M. P-t) P.M. A-t) came out of Chapel before the Sermon 
commenced. – dined with Brooking, Monday 19th – Dined 
on board the Fly with McArthur – in the [Evening] Went to 
Stoke. – Tuesday 20th. rained all day, prevented going on 
shore.|

 [xii] Wednesday Dec. 21st. About noon unmoored Ship, and as 
soon as a light air sprung up worked round Drake’s Island 
– and about 2 P.M. grounded – towed off  by Caledonia’s 
Boats – day cloudy with light airs from N.W. – Evening fi ne 
and clear saw the Eddystone light. – Thursday 22nd – the 
Wind shifting round to the S.W. compelled us once more 
to bear up for Plymouth – about 4 A.M. and at 8 A.M. the 
Beagle after a second att empt – was again snugly moored in 
Barnpool. – rained all day and blew a stormy Westerly Gale. 
– Friday 23rd – once more landed at Devonport – Sunday 
25th, Christmas-day – att ended forenoon Service at the Dock 
Yard Chapel. [(]P-t) Walked to Stonehouse by the Stoke Road 
– and returned on board to Dinner – before Divine Service 
at the Dock Yard went on board the San Josef – lying in the 
North Dock – Monday 26th – Went on shore in the forenoon 
& again in the Evening – took my parting leave of England & 
returned on board (about midnight.) (Stoke – 11 P.M)|        

[end of Section (2)]
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Secti on (3) of McCormick’s “Rough diary”

[page] [text]

[pages [a]-[f] not transcribed here]

[g] A List of Birds Shot in a Voyage to South America 1832|

 [h] St Jago. Cape Verdes.
  Species. Time Shot. Number.
  Alcedo – undescribed. Wed. Jan 18. – 6
  Fringilla Montana. do – do – – 1
  Alcedo –  Frid. Jan. 20th.    2
  Sylvia –  do – do –    1
  Fringilla Montana do – do –    1
  Corvus Corax Mond. Jan. 23rd.    1
  Fringilla undescribed do – do –   11
  Phaeton Athenius do – do –    3
  Corvus Corax Wed. Jan 25th.    2
  Alcedo – do – do –    2
  Fring. Montana. do – do –   10
  Vultur Perenopterus do – do –    1
  Falco Tinnunculus Mon. Jan. 30th.    2
  Corvus Corax do – do –    1
  Pelicanus Aquilus do – do –    1
  Alcedo – do – do –    1
  Fring. Montana do – do –    1
  Alcedo – Thurs. Feb. 2nd.    4
  Fring. Montana. do – do –    1
  Falco Tinnunculus. Sat. Feb. 4th.    1
  Fring. Montana. do – do –    4
  Alcedo – do – do –    2
  Columba Anas. do – do –    1
  Corvus Corax do – do –    1
    Total    61|

 



52 Steel

[i] Bahia.
  Species. Time shot Number.
  Ani – Sat. Mar. 10th.    1
  Sylvia – do – do –    1
    Total    2

 Abrolhos Islands
  Species. Time shot. Number.
  Pelicanus Aquilus T. Mar. 29th. – 2
  Pelicanus Bassanus do – do – – 2
  Pelicanus Sula do – do – – 1
        5
     68 in all|
 [j] [blank page]|
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Journal of a Voyage to South America

[page] [text]

[page number in ink, in McCormick’s hand] 

1  Journal of a Voyage to South America.

 Tuesday Dec. 27th. 1831. At noon weighed from Barnpoole 
with light airs from the Eastward – passed round Drake’s 
Island – in the Evening – saw the Eddystone light – night 
dark with drizzling rain. – Wednesday 28th. Wind still fair – 
Friday 30th a shoal of Porpoises playing round the Ship – saw 
several Kitt iwakes – Monday Jan. 2nd. 1832. saw a Stormy 
Petrel following in the wake of the ship – Strong breezes and 
squally – at night increased to a moderate Gale. Ship rolled 
heavily and shipped several seas – Tuesday 3rd. Gale abated 
– passed over the spot where|

2 the eight stones are laid down in the chart – without seeing 
any of them – rounded to for the night, which was dark and 
cloudy – several leaks were sprung in my cabin during the 
labouring of the Ship last night. – Wednesday Jan. 4th. – This 
forenoon saw Porto-Santo – and a distant view of Madeira 
– being too far to leeward of the Island to touch there, bore 
up for the Canary Islands – Thursday 5th Am. passed the 
Salvages bearing East on the lee quarter – this Evening – 
presented the most|

3  beautiful sunset since leaving England – the horizon 
in the West was of a light apple-green colour, the sky 
above glowing with a beautiful pink tint – along which 
fl oated a few light clouds, refl ecting the warm tints of the 
surrounding sky – which the New Moon and Evening-Star 
completed the beauty of the scene. Friday Jan. 6th. Between 
7 & 8 Am, saw Teneriff e Bearing West – but the Peak was 
concealed by a hazy horizon – until 10 Am when the summit 
became visible, just above a bank of clouds – in the clear|

4 blue sky – over which fl oated a light stratum of white 
topped clouds – and a few small white clouds also fl oated 
in the zenith in a clear blue sky – Beat up for the Roadstead 
of Santa Cruz – and just after coming to an anchor – the 
health boat came alongside – to inform us that we could not 
communicate with the shore, until we had been 12 days in 
Quarantine – in consequence of the Cholera Morbus – we 
therefore immediately|
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5 got underweigh again (3 P.M.) and shaped our course for 
the Cape Verds – saw several Gulls resembling the Herring 
Gull – only smaller – hovering about the Anchorage at a 
considerable height. Saturday Jan. 7th – Between 7 & 8 A.M. 
had a fi ne view of the Peak, its summit streaked with snow, 
appearing in a clear blue sky – above the intervening land – 
Great Canary Island Bearing S.S.E on the opposite side the 
sea|

6 was smooth and a small fl ock of Gulls were swimming on 
its surface. this afternoon the Peak again appeared through 
a break in the clouds which concealed the intervening land. 
this Evening presented a beautiful Sunset – the sky in the 
West was – fl ushed with a pale green surmounted by a Pink 
tint – a bank of clouds of a dark neutral tint extended along 
the horizon – over which in a clear blue sky – fl oated a few 
clouds shaded with thin green & brown –|

7 After the sun had sunk below the horizon – the Peak again 
appeared – free from clouds, and looking dark as the 
bank of clouds that shaded the horizon – its outline being 
strongly defi ned – Sunday Jan. 8th. A favourable breeze 
having sprung up during the night – to-day the land was no 
longer in sight. – Wednesday 11th – saw a great number of 
Portuguese-men-of-war pass the Ship – Thursday 12th saw 
several Stormy Petrel – Sunday 15th. this morning the Vane at 
the Mast-Head was|

8 covered with a very fi ne brown coloured dust – which 
must have been brought from the African Deserts by the 
Harmatt an Winds. the last three days have been remarkably 
hazy – 11 A.M. the Island of St. Jago appeared in faint 
outline through the haze – a high Mountain forming its 
centre, trending on each side to a low point – saw two or 
three Gulls – Monday Jan. 16th. 11 A.M. saw the land again 
through the haze – and at 3. P.M. anchored off  Porto-Praya –|

9 About 4 P.M. landed at Porto-Praya – and went to the 
Portuguese Governor’s, and American Consul’s – the 
Protector an Outward bound Indiaman was lying in the 
Roads. Wednesday Jan. 18th. Went on shore on a Shooting 
Excursion – shot 6 Kingfi shers – and a Tree sparrow. saw 
two or three Hawks and Vultures – and a few Crows – the 
Vallies are fi lled with groves of a species of Castor Oil 
Plant – at this season stripped of their leaves – and a few 
Convolvulus in blossom[.] the Trees are chiefl y the Wild 
Savannah and Palm – saw the remarkable|
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10 Baobob Tree growing a short distance to the Westward of the 
Town. it was full of fruit, but nearly stripped of its leaves – 
saw a fl ight of Bees – collected together on a bush near the 
roadside. – large fl ocks of goats were feeding on the sides of 
the hills – the whole of the country round Porto-Praya was 
covered with Scoriae and fragments of Basalt – Greenstone 
and other Volcanic Rocks – walked several miles to the 
Northward of the Town. –|

11 Friday Jan. 20th. Went on shore after breakfast, and ascended 
the Baobab Tree, shot off  a beautiful blossom from the 
topmost branch, the only one it contained – ascended 
the Red Mountain to the Westward of the Town, found it 
composed of light vesicular lava covered with a reddish 
brown sand – only two species of plants grew on it – one 
prett y – abundantly spread over it – shot two Kingfi shers, 
a Sparrow and a small Warbler. this Evening – presented a 
beautiful sunset – the sky being tinted with Pink and apple 
green & the clouds olive green & brown. –|

12 Monday Jan. 23rd. Made an Excursion to the Eastwards – 
over the signal station Hill – and descended a ravine deep 
and almost perpendicular on all sides, the sea – breaking on 
the rocks at its entrance covering them with white foam and 
surf over which a number of Tropic Birds (Phaeton Athenius) 
were hovering and screaming alto[g]ether presenting the 
wildest scene imaginable. – Shot eleven Birds of the Finch 
kind out of a fl ock which frequented the plain formed by the 
table land – shot three Tropic Birds in the Ravine and saw a 
wild cat in it. Shot a Raven crow.|

13 Wednesday Jan. 25th. Made another Excursion to the 
Eastward of the Town, saw the Wild Cat again in the Ravine, 
but could not get a shot at it, shot a Vulture in the Ravine 
measuring 5ft. 6 inches from tip to tip of the Wings, and a 
Tropic Bird which fell into the sea and drifted out – also ten 
sparrows from the top of a Tamarind Tree – two crows and 
two Kingfi shers, – saw a Quail between the signal station 
hill & Ravine[,] returned on board after dark in the Evening 
– Saturday 28th, Went on shore to examine the Geological 
structure of the hills &c – ascended a round backed 
mountain N.W of the Town, collected Rocks & Plants.|

14 Sunday Jan. 29th. Divine Service performed on board for 
the fi rst time – went on shore at Quail Island and collected 
shells, dined there in the Tent – Monday Jan. 30th. Went on 
shore early in the morning on a shooting excursion, passed 
through the Town, and struck off  to the Eastward, passed 
over signal station hill to the Ravine[.] shot a Frigate Pelican 
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in it. crossed the Country in a Northerly direction – got some 
Goat’s Milk and Cocoa Nut at a Negro hut by a Palm Grove. 
saw a large Monkey and chased him over a steep mountain, 
but could not get within shot of him|

15 also saw a fl ock of Guinea Fowl followed them to the 
summit of a high and rugged Mountain, over fragments of 
rocks and through thick bushes, but they were so shy and 
wary, it was impossible to get within shot of them. returned 
on board just after dark, entering the Town from the 
Westward. a few drops of rain fell in the morning on starting 
– shot two hawks, a crow – a Kingfi sher, and a Tree sparrow. 
Thursday Feb. 2nd. Breakfasted at the American Merchant’s 
– day cold, overcast, and showery, measured the Baobob 
Tree (36 1/2 feet circumference) shot 4 Kingfi shers & a Tree 
sparrow West of the Town|

16 Saturday Feb. 4th. Went on shore early this morning on 
a shooting Excursion to the Northwards of Porto-Praya, 
proceeded about 10 Miles in that direction as far as a very 
thickly wooded dell near the Town of St. Domingus – 
walked for some distance along a kind of natural Arcade 
formed by the embowering Trees, entwining their upper 
branches together, shaded by thick foliage – gathered 
some small red berries with a black spot on them, from a 
Parisitical plant – common in the West-Indies – shot a Hawk, 
4 Tree sparrows – 2 Kingfi shers, and a Wild Pigeon, out of a 
small fl ock, & a Crow. chased Guinea Fowl.|

17 Monday Feb. 6th. Went on shore this afternoon and took a 
sketch of the Baobob Tree. – Tuesday 7th Took a sketch of 
the Town of Porto-Praya. – Wednesday 8th. Went on shore in 
the forenoon, returned on board about noon, took a sketch 
of the hills at the back of the Town – and about 3 P.M. got 
underweigh[.] Friday 10th. This morning a Packet hove in 
sight, steering the same course as ourselves – spoke her 
about 8 P.M. she proved to be the Lyra with the Mail for Rio 
Janeiro. – Wednesday 15th, after dark, saw the Island of St. 
Paul’s through a night glass – Thursday 16th took a sketch 
of St. Paul’s – the rocks were covered with Birds, chiefl y 
Boobies, and Noddies – two Boats were sent to examine the 
Island – two Sharks were|

18 caught on board, had part of one for dinner, saw several 
Fish leaping out of the water – in the Evening – the Ship was 
hailed by Neptune – being about crossing the Line. – Friday 
17th. the usual ceremony was performed – and we crossed 
the line during the performance of it. Sunday Feb. 19th. Saw 
a sail this Morning. – a Porpoise was caught with a Harpoon. 
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Figure 8.  ‘Crossing the line’ ritual on HMS Beagle 

On 17 February 1832 both McCormick and Darwin recorded in their diaries 
that they crossed the Equator. McCormick, a seasoned sailor, simply 
wrote, ‘the usual ceremony was performed’. Darwin, along with others 
who were crossing the Equator for the fi rst time, was taken by ‘Neptunes 
constables’, blindfolded, shaved and ducked. Source: FitzRoy (1839: 
2,facing 57). Credit: Wellcome Library, London. Image: WI L0014710.
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– between fi ve and six P.M. made the land of Fernando 
Noronha, on the Lee bow. – and anchored about midnight. 
Monday 20th. After Observations and sounding – got 
underweigh about 9 P.M. left a Brazilian corvett e at anchor 
there. –|

19 Wednesday Feb. 22nd, The Birds fl ying about the Roadstead 
of Fernando Noronha, were chiefl y Black & White Terns, 
Boobies – Noddies, and Tropic Birds – last night about the 
end of the fi rst Watch very heavy rain fell, this forenoon saw 
the Island of Fernando Noronha again bearing N.W. & by 
West a ship in sight steering a Northerly course. – Tuesday 
28th – 11 A.M. Anchored at Bahia, H.M. Ships Samarang 
& Pylades, a French Man-of-war Brig (L’Alerte – ) and 
a Brazilian Corvett e were lying there – Dined on board 
Samarang, and in the Evening – went on shore for a walk 
along the upper road passed the Pullin Gardens –|

20 Wednesday Feb. 29th. rained during the greater part of the 
day, passed the Evening – on board the Samarang, during 
which time the rain fell in torrents. – Thursday March 1st. 
Sailed the Pylades for Pernambuco. – Friday 2nd – Went on 
shore in the Evening – took coff ee at the Hotel de l’Univers 
– and went on board Samarang. Saturday 3rd – Dined 
on board Samarang, and went on shore in the Evening. – 
Wednesday 7th Made an Excursion – beyond the lighthouse 
at the Point – returned to the Town by the coast, dined at the 
Hotel de l’Univers – & went on board Samarang.|

21 Thursday March 8th Went on shore, – in the Afternoon Dined 
on board Samarang. – Saturday 10th, Went on shore, shot an 
Anno and another small Bird near the lake a litt le beyond the 
Town. saw the Samarang get underweigh for a cruise – Went 
to the Convent of Solidadas, and purchased some Feather 
Flowers, returned just after dark to the Town, and went 
on board.  Sunday 11th, Samarang arrived from her cruise, 
– went on shore in the Evening – Wednesday 14th – Went 
on board Samarang, and afterwards on shore, visited the 
Picture Gallery. –|

22 Thursday March 15th. got underweigh about noon – 
crossed over the Bar and anchored outside – Friday 16th 
Boats employed sounding the Bank, got under-weigh and 
anchored again, in the Evening – returned to Bahia – and 
came to an anchor again for the night – Sunday 18th – Got 
underweigh again this forenoon, and stood off  and on for 
some time waiting for our boat’s return from the shore – left 
the Samarang – French Brig – and Brazilian Corvett e, at 
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anchor there –  Monday 19th – and Tuesday 20th – Land Hill 
in sight.|

23 Wednesday March 21st. Saw a Portuguese Man-of-War 
– and several Fish resembling Dolphin, playing near the 
surface – a shark caught, – Evening squally with very black 
looking clouds overspreading the sky. – Sunday 25th. Divine 
Service performed. Weather very fi ne and warm, – two 
pair of Mother Cary’s Chickens following in the wake of 
the ship. – Monday 26th – Arrived on the Abrolhos banks – 
and got Soundings. – Tuesday 27th. Employed sounding. 
– Wednesday 28th, Saw two Frigate Pelicans, and several 
Mother Cary’s Chickens following the Ship, in the afternoon 
saw the – Abrolhos Islands –|

24 Thursday March 29th. anchored on the Bank, landed on one 
of the Abrolhos Islands in the forenoon – shot two Frigate 
Pelicans, 2 Gannets – and a Booby, caught a young Tropic 
Bird in the long grass, found several nests of the Gannet 
and Booby on the rocks by the Beach, some containing two 
Eggs and others only one. of a dirty white colour, saw a 
small fl ock of the Sandpiper tribe on the Beach. – some of 
the Frigate Pelicans were perfectly black with a deep scarlet 
pouch in front of the neck, which the bird could distend 
at pleasure, – the Birds were very numerous on one of the 
Islands – with numerous young ones.|

 25 the Abrolhos Islands are thickly covered with grass and 
weeds – but no wort, a species of cactus grew near the Beach 
[,] the convolvulus or common Bind weed was abundant 
and in blossom – saw several Lizards – just after shoving off  
from the shore, the rain fell in torrents, through which we 
had to pull several miles to the Ship. – Friday March 30th – 
Having fi nished the survey of the Abrolhos, we shaped our 
course for Rio Janeiro with a fi ne breeze – a very large Rock 
Cod was caught to day – Monday April 2nd – Strong breezes 
with squally weather, and rain – the day altogether cloudy 
& gloomy – with distant thunder – upwards of 100 Mother 
Cary’s chicken’s following the Ship. –|

 26 Tuesday April 3rd. the land appeared this morning through 
the haze – two vessels standing out of Rio – weather fi ne and 
light Winds, a Merchant ship going into Rio, saw several 
Frigate Birds & a shoal of Porpoises playing round the ship. 
stood off  for the night. – Wednesday 4th. Anchored in the 
harbour of Rio Janeiro – Early in the Afternoon. – the Town 
was in a state of disturbance – found H.M. Ships Warspite, 
Tyne, Lightning, and the Calypso Packet lying there – also a 
French Frigate and Corvett e, & Brazilian Frigate|
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 27 Thursday April 5th – this forenoon landed at Rio Janeiro 
for the fi rst time – Friday 6th. Went on board the Warspite 
this forenoon, and afterwards on shore, passed the Evening 
– on board the Warspite. Saturday 7th – Crossed over to 
Boto-Fogo in a Boat, and walked to Rio by the Gloria and 
Castelli Roads – called at the Admiral’s Offi  ce to enquire of 
the Secretary if there was a chance of an Exchange into the 
Ratt lesnake round the Horn, - but found there was none. 
visited the Chappel and subscription Reading Room at Rio & 
returned on board in the Afternoon bathed from the Island.|

28  Sunday April 8th – Divine Service performed, Went on shore 
and visited the Church and Reading Room – Thursday 
12th, Walked to Boto-Fogo, and the Botanic Garden, dined 
at Earle’s, returned on board in the Evening – Friday  13th 
Went to Boto-Fogo, and returned on board in the Afternoon. 
Sunday 15th. Made an Application to be invalided[.] Tuesday 
17th. Calypso – Packet sailed for England. in the Evening – 
heavy rain and lightning – Saturday 21st. 10 A.M. – att ended 
the invaliding survey on board the Warspite. in the Evening 
– heavy rain fell.|

29  Sunday April 22nd. heavy rain all day, – Monday 23rd. 
Survey on Medicines signed, received invaliding certifi cate. 
– Tuesday 24th – 2 P.M. left the Beagle. landed in a shore 
Boat, and took up my Quarters at Johnstone’s Hotel Rua 
do Ouvidor – walked to Boto Fogo – Wednesday 25th. 
Walked to Boto-Fogo and in the Evening – went on board 
the Tyne – and having reported myself returned on shore 
again – Thursday 26th – In the Evening – crossed over to 
Praia Grande in one of the passage Boats – Friday 27th. This 
forenoon went on board the Tyne. –|

30  Saturday April 28th – purchased a Grey Parrot in the Market-
Place this afternoon – About Midnight went on board 
H.M.S. Tyne to join her for a passage to England – Sunday 
29th. soon after daybreak weighed for England – Divine 
Service performed. – Monday April 30th – this morning saw 
Cape Frio – distant about three leagues – Tuesday May 1st. 
Wind unfavourable, – Dined with Captain Hope – (also 
the Purser). – Thursday 3rd – the Captain dined in the Gun 
Room. Sunday 6th. Divine Service. Wednesday 9th – a sail in 
sight – morning squally with showers – Wind unfavourable|

31  Thursday May 10th – Early this morning saw the Island 
of Trinidad – took a sketch of it – Weather fi ne – Captain 
dined in the Gun Room – in the Evening – Trinidad still 
in sight. – Saturday 12th – Dined with Captain Hope (also 
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2nd Lieut.) – Sunday 13th day squally with rain – Wind 
more favourable. – Sunday 20th. Articles of War read on the 
quarter-Deck – and Divine Service performed – Weather 
very fi ne and warm, with a favourable Wind. – Monday 21st. 
1 A.M. crossed the Line. – Tuesday 22nd. heavy rain fell this 
Evening – Thursday 24th. Captain dined in the Gun-Room. 
–|

32  Saturday April May 26th. Dined with the Captain (and 
Marine Offi  cer) Sunday 27th – Divine Service. – Wednesday 
30th. saw a Dutch Ship ahead, steering Westerly. Thursday 
31st spoke the Wildman whaler from the Mauritius, 
homeward bound. Captain Dined in the Gun-Room. – 
crossed the Tropic this morning. Friday June 1st. North East 
Trade still blowing, and fresh, a great deal of Gulf weed 
passed the ship to-day, weather squally. – Saturday 2nd – a 
sail to leeward, steering the same course as ourselves. – 
Sunday 3rd – Mustered in blue trousers – Divine Service 
performed. – Wind favourable, weather fi ne, but much 
cooler. Monday 4th, Ship’s Company exercised at the Great 
Guns, fi ring at a Mark.|

 33 Friday June 8th, 1832, This morning before breakfast, fell 
in with the wreck of a schooner, water logged and the sea 
washing over her deck, she had only the foremast and 
bowsprit standing, and from her appearance, being covered 
with barnacles, she must have drifting about for some time 
(her name, the Constance of [Cherbour?]) weather very 
thick and hazy, with drizzling rain. – passed the Western 
Islands this Evening but the weather too thick to see them. – 
Saturday 9th, a vessel in sight – strong breezes, thick cloudy 
weather, and very cold[.] Mother Cary’s chickens following 
the ship. – Sunday 10th. Strong breezes and cloudy with 
showers – Divine Service. – Tuesday 12th – strong breezes 
and cloudy, several|

34  sail in sight. passed a Dutch Indiaman. – Wednesday 13th 
– fi ne fair wind and strong breezes, passed a large ship 
outward bound, – Dined with the Captain (& 2nd Lieut) – 
Thursday 14th. Fresh breezes – several sail in sight – three 
Porpoises harpooned – Captain dined in the Gun-Room – 
made soundings in the Evening – in 82 Fathoms. – Friday 
15th. in the morning vessels all round us, in the evening 
a scilly Boat came alongside from which we got Fish and 
vegetables – and learnt that the Reform Bill had passed, and 
that the cholera had reached Ireland and Paris. &c –|
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 35 Saturday June, 16th this morning saw the land – before 
breakfast, and Lizard lighthouses – also a number of vessels 
all round us, a Falmouth Pilot Boat came alongside – and 
took the lett ers on shore, – last night about 10 P.M. the 
Scilly lights were seen from the Mast-head[,] got some 
Newspaper from the Falmouth Boat. – several other boats 
came alongside during the day – saw the Eddistone about 
2 P.M. and about three passed Plymouth – weather cloudy 
with light winds, Evening calm & serene, carried along by 
the tide, vessels all round us. –|

36  Sunday June 17th. This morning the Isle of Wight just 
appeared through the haze – Articles of War read on the 
Quarter Deck, – divine Service performed. – a Dutch Pilot 
Boat alongside. several vessels round us. fi ne calm weather, 
with scarcely enough wind to keep the sails from fl apping 
against the mast, and the sea as smooth as a Lake, in the 
Evening off  the Island – Monday 18th – This morning about 
6 o’clock anchored at Spithead, saluted underweigh, – 
morning cloudy and cold with light winds. – found the 
Transport which sailed a few days before us lying there. 11 
A.M. landed at Point – & went to the Star & Garter[,] in the 
afternoon went on board the Tyne & to Custom house.|

 [followed by two blank pages, unnumbered]
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Preface 

This study is an edited and updated version of my master’s 
dissertation, originally writt en in 2008 as part of the London 
Centre for the History of Science, Medicine and Technology’s MSc 
programme, jointly run by UCL and Imperial College London. 
‘He is no loss: Robert McCormick and the voyage of the Beagle’ 
was awarded the 2008 Wellcome Trust Friends Prize for the best 
dissertation on the history of medicine. 

Thanks to the archivists and librarians at the Wellcome Library, 
the National Archives, the National Maritime Museum, the 
Natural History Museum and the British Library. Thanks to Jenny 
Cousins and everyone at English Heritage, Robert Prys-Jones 
(Department of Zoology, Natural History Museum) for consultation 
on McCormick’s specimens, Laurence Brockliss for advice on the 
history of naval medicine, and Randal Keynes for valiantly searching 
for McCormick’s initials on site at the baobab tree. Thanks also to 
my tutors at UCL and Imperial College, my dad, Susannah Gibson, 
Chris Vanstone, and especially Joe Cain.

A note on spelling. In some documents, McCormick’s name is spelt 
‘MacCormick’; in others ‘M’Cormick’. McCormick even switches 
between spellings himself. I’ve been faithful to the spelling as it 
appears in the original source, but use ‘McCormick’ as a default.
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Abstract

Robert McCormick (1800-1890) was ship’s surgeon and naturalist for 
the fi rst four months of the second voyage of HMS Beagle, 1831-1836. 
McCormick sailed from Plymouth on the Beagle in late December 
1831, but left the voyage at Rio de Janeiro in April 1832, angry that 
a civilian passenger on board had usurped his position as ship’s 
naturalist. That passenger, of course, was Charles Darwin. 

When McCormick came to write his memoirs in 1884, he eff ectively 
edited the Beagle out of his life story. His brief allusion to the voyage 
neglected to name the ship, the captain Robert Fitz Roy, or Darwin. 

This volume examines McCormick’s activities on the Beagle, 
his participation in the natural history of the voyage, and his 
relationships with both Darwin and Fitz Roy. At the heart of this 
study is a question: why did McCormick actively exclude himself 
from, arguably, one of the most celebrated expeditions during his 
career in the navy?

McCormick was an eccentric and sometimes diffi  cult character. His 
naval career disappointed him. Promotion was slow. Distinction 
eluded him. His ambition was greater than his application to his 
work. He regularly invalided himself out of active service and only 
several times seems to have found work he was eager to perform. On 
the Beagle, Fitz Roy disliked him. In a series of seemingly trivial edits 
in his writing, between fi eld notes and publications, Darwin dropped 
all mention of his former shipmate.

Though this study is a contribution to Darwin scholarship, it also 
highlights the role of naval surgeons as a labour force in the history 
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of natural history. While a few of these men are well known, the 
group as a whole has been largely overlooked. McCormick seems in 
many ways a typical surgeon in the Royal Navy of the 1820s-1840s.

This study of McCormick is accompanied by previously unpublished 
primary source material related to the Beagle voyage. The appendix 
presents a transcription of McCormick’s Beagle journal from July 
1831, when he joined the ship in harbour at Plymouth, through his 
departure from the Beagle at Rio de Janeiro in April 1832, and his 
return voyage to England on HMS Tyne later that same year. 

McCormick’s accounts of the Beagle voyage make for interesting 
comparison with Darwin’s notes, diary and later publications. 
They nicely illustrate the process of excision, and they provide 
a springboard for a study of a study of the impact of excision on 
historical memory.
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Introducti on

On 24 April 1832, Charles Darwin rejoined HMS Beagle at Rio de 
Janeiro after a two-week overland excursion to the Macaé River. 
While away from the ship he had made full use of this natural 
history expedition to observe and record the exotic world around 
him. He had collected many specimens, taken notes on the landscape 
and plants, and seen fi rst-hand the conditions of slaves and the 
character of their masters.

In Darwin’s absence, changes had been made to the Beagle’s 
personnel. Robert McCormick, the Beagle’s surgeon and offi  cial 
naturalist, had received permission to leave the ship, ostensibly on 
grounds of ill health.

McCormick’s upcoming return to England on HMS Tyne gave 
Darwin the chance to send post home. He began a lett er to his sister 
Caroline on 25 April, and wrote of his former shipmate: 

I take the opportunity of Maccormick returning to England, being 
invalided, ie. being disagreeable to the Captain & Wickham. – He is 
no loss. (Burkhardt and Smith, 1985: 225)

The Tyne sailed on 29 April, and McCormick conveyed home not 
only Darwin’s lett er and opinion of him, but also Darwin’s journal 
of the fi rst four months of the voyage. Darwin told Caroline, ‘I 
have taken a fi t of disgust with it & want to get it out of my sight’ 
(Burkhardt and Smith, 1985: 226). Volumes of this ‘commonplace 
Journal’, however, became the basis for Darwin’s account of the 
voyage, published in 1839, and the Beagle became fi rmly embedded 
in Darwin’s personal and professional history.1 Evidence in the 
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Origin can be traced directly to Darwin’s Beagle fi eld notes.2 He 
acknowledged the importance of the voyage in the introductory lines 
of his most famous book: 

When on board H.M.S. ‘Beagle,’ as naturalist, I was much struck 
with certain facts in the distribution of the inhabitants of South 
America, and in the geological relations of the present to the past 
inhabitants of that continent. These facts seemed to me to throw 
some light on the origin of species… (Darwin, 1859: 1)

In 1884, Robert McCormick published his own memoirs. He told 
a diff erent story about his life on board and departure from HMS 
Beagle. His experiences were distinctly unlike Darwin’s: 

Having found myself in a false position on board a very small and 
very uncomfortable vessel, and very much disappointed in my 
expectations of carrying out my natural history pursuits, every 
obstacle having been placed in the way of my gett ing on shore and 
making collections, I got permission from the admiral in command 
of the Station here to be superseded and allowed a passage home… 
(MacCormick, 1884: 2: 219).

In McCormick’s memoirs, however, the Beagle is never named. It is 
identifi able only to those who know it was the ‘ten-gun brig’ sailing 
from Plymouth in 1831. McCormick named neither the captain 
nor any of his shipmates (MacCormick, 1884: 2: 218). Such was 
McCormick’s disappointment that his position as naturalist on the 
Beagle had been usurped and that Darwin later achieved such fame, 
that he suppressed this part of his life from his own biography.

McCormick’s excision had an impact. When he died in 1890, an 
obituary in the British Medical Journal contained no reference to the 
Beagle (Anonymous, 1890). The naval surgeon and medical historian 
Keevil (1943: 42) missed the Beagle entirely in his biographical article. 
He only followed McCormick in his reference to ‘a ten gun brig at 
Plymouth’. Also, The Beagle is missing from McCormick’s entry in 
the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography. 

In Darwin scholarship, McCormick rarely features. No recent 
work has been published on McCormick himself. Gruber’s (1969: 
266) Who Was the Beagle’s Naturalist? made the case that Darwin 
was not the only naturalist on board. The position of naturalist, 
Gruber argued, was held initially, and probably offi  cially, by 
McCormick as the ship’s surgeon. ‘In assuming the position,’ Gruber 
wrote, McCormick ‘was acting within a developing tradition of 
governmentally sponsored scientifi c research.’ Burstyn’s (1975), 
If Darwin Wasn’t the Beagle’s Naturalist, Why Was He on Board?, 
asserted that Darwin was primarily a gentlemanly companion 
for the otherwise isolated captain, Fitz Roy, and examined the 
hierarchy that divided Fitz Roy from his subordinates. Recent Darwin 
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biographies have accepted Gruber’s argument that McCormick was 
the original naturalist. Desmond and Moore (1991: 123-4) mention 
McCormick briefl y. Browne (1995: 202-10) includes half a chapter on 
McCormick’s rivalry with Darwin. In HMS Beagle, Thomson (2003: 
138-162) argues, contra Burstyn, that Darwin was present as an 
additional, dedicated naturalist because McCormick, like any ship’s 
surgeon of the time, was likely to have been kept busy with his 
medical duties. He laments, ‘It is a pity that there is no contemporary 
record of Darwin’s and McCormick’s interaction during this part of 
the voyage’ (Thomson 2003: 161). 

However, in 1832, returning home on the Tyne, McCormick also 
brought with him his own diary of life onboard the Beagle. Since 
1907, the manuscript, along with others by McCormick, has been 
held in the Wellcome Library. It has not been published before, 
and for the most part seems to have gone unremarked by scholars. 
Even in the 2009 commemorative frenzy of att ention to Darwin, 
McCormick’s account of the Beagle voyage has largely remaned 
obscure.3 McCormick’s diary is not by any means a rival to Darwin’s 
journal (published in full in Keynes (1988)) as a travel narrative or 
collection of natural history observations, but it does off er important 
insights into the voyage, the social dynamics on board, and Darwin’s 
role on the ship. Moreover, it illuminates the position of the naval 
surgeon in the mid-19th century – his background, his employment 
after the Napoleonic wars, and his place as a doctor and scientist – 
an area in the history of science and medicine that has been largely 
overlooked. 

It is not my intention to champion McCormick. By all accounts, his 
ambitions were thwarted by his own personality, and he made no 
great name for himself in the navy or as a naturalist. Since Darwin 
did such important work during and after the voyage, and since 
Benjamin Bynoe (1803-1865), promoted from assistant surgeon to 
acting surgeon, coped admirably as the ship’s doctor,4 it would be 
nonsense to suggest that McCormick’s departure was a scientifi c or 
medical loss to the Beagle. Nevertheless, I will argue using his diary 
and other documents, that overlooking him – and others like him – is 
a loss to our understanding of the history of natural history. 



6 Steel

Figure 1. Robert McCormick, Age 25

From a portrait drawn on HMS Icarus. McCormick had been invalided out 
of active service for the fi rst time and was travelling home to England from 
the West Indies after contracting yellow fever. Source: MacCormick (1884: 
2: frontispiece). Credit: Wellcome Library, London. Image: Wellcome 
Images V0003739EL.



7He Is No Loss

Who was the Beagle’s naturalist?5

Robert McCormick was born on 22 July 1800, near Great Yarmouth. 
Growing up, he was drawn to the sea. His taste for natural history 
‘developed itself at a young age’ (MacCormick, 1884: 2: 184). His 
father, also Robert, was also a naval surgeon. In December 1811, 
the elder Robert was lost at sea when HMS Defence went down off  
the coast of Jutland. Young Robert had hoped to enter the navy ‘in 
the executive line as a midshipman’, but his father’s death left him 
lacking the necessary money and connections. Instead, he decided to 
become a medical offi  cer, ‘as the only chance now left me of entering 
upon a naval life’ (MacCormick, 1884: 2: 187).

In 1821, he went to study medicine under Sir Astley Cooper in 
London. At the end of 1822 he became a member of the Royal College 
of Surgeons. On 18 April 1823 McCormick took his examination to 
become an assistant surgeon in the navy, and after a short appointment 
on HMS Queen Charlott e, he was sent to the West India Station to fi ll 
one of a number of vacancies open due to yellow fever. 

At Port Royal, Jamaica, he was assigned to the Gloucester, then 
the Serapis, then to a sloop bound for the Windward Station. For 
two years, McCormick visited fever-troubled places, eventually 
contracting the disease himself. In July 1825, he was invalided out 
of active service and returned home on the Icarus. McCormick was 
next assigned to a coastal blockade ship. He then applied for an 
appointment with the North Polar Expedition, captained by William 
Parry. This application was successful, and he joined HMS Hecla as 
assistant surgeon in November 1826. Parry and his crew reached 
82°45’N, a record that held for more than four decades.
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On his return home from the Arctic, McCormick was promoted 
to surgeon. He applied for leave on half-pay owing to ill 
health, obtained an extension, then had an appointment to the 
Mediterranean cancelled.6 In October 1829, he joined the Hyacinth, 
which returned him to Port Royal. Having developed a dislike for 
the West Indies, McCormick again had himself invalided out and 
returned home.

On half-pay again, and fi nding himself with no prospect of ‘any 
suitable employment’, McCormick went to Edinburgh in November 
1830 to study natural history under Professor Robert Jameson 
(MacCormick, 1884: 2: 214). The fi ve-month lecture course has 
been called ‘the most comprehensive in the British Isles’, covering 
‘meteorology, hydrography, mineralogy, geology, botany and 
zoology’ (Secord, 1991: 135). Darwin att ended the same lectures in 
1826-7 but declared them ‘incredibly dull’ (Secord, 1991: 134). In 
contrast, McCormick became friendly with Jameson. 

By the time McCormick returned to London in May 1831, he had 
decided to pursue a scientifi c career: 

Having now fairly taken up the pursuit of natural history, in 
addition to my ordinary professional duties, and prepared and 
qualifi ed myself by a course of hard study and att endance in the 
lectures of the most distinguished professors, my great object was 
to get employed in scientifi c voyages of discovery. (MacCormick, 
1884: 2: 218)

On 16 June 1831, McCormick wrote to the Admiralty asking to 
be deployed again. On 30 June he called on John Barrow, Second 
Secretary to the Admirality, and Francis Beaufort, Hydrographer 
of the Navy. Beaufort encouraged the Admiralty to use its ships for 
broader scientifi c purposes, and he was just then involved with the 
re-fi t of the Beagle for its voyage round the world. Browne (1995: 
151) notes Beaufort ‘lavished proprietorial care’ on this, the Beagle’s 
second expedition. It cannot have been an accident that McCormick 
was assigned to the ship on 9 July 1831.

McCormick joined the Beagle at Plymouth on 20 July. Darwin 
arrived on 24 October. On 27 December 1831, the ship sailed. On the 
outgoing voyage, it called at the Cape Verde Islands, St Paul’s Rocks, 
Fernando Noronha, Bahia and the Abrolhos Islands before arriving 
at Rio de Janeiro on 4 April 1832.

On 7 April, McCormick asked to be transferred to the Ratt lesnake. 
Finding that this was not possible, on 15 April he applied to be 
invalided out again. This was approved, and McCormick was given 
leave to return home on the Tyne, which sailed on 29 April. He 
arrived back in England on 18 June 1832.
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With Hooker on the Erebus

After another stretch on half-pay, McCormick was sent back to 
Port Royal, but soon had himself invalided out again. Returning to 
England, McCormick was on half-pay – apart from a month on HMS 
Terror – for the next four years. During this time, he went on walking 
tours and att ended lectures. In 1839 he applied to serve as surgeon 
and naturalist on James Clark Ross’s expedition to the Antarctic. 
McCormick was appointed to the Erebus, one of Ross’s ships. His 
assistant surgeon was Joseph Dalton Hooker. Hooker, like Darwin 
before him, overshadowed McCormick, making a name for himself 
with the botanical materials collected while on the expedition. In a 
lett er to his father on 17 March 1840, Hooker wrote: 

McCormick and I are exceedingly good friends, and no jealousy 
exists between us regarding my taking most of his department; 
indeed he seems to care too litt le about Natural History altogether 
to dream of anything of the kind… (Huxley, 1918: 1: 68).

McCormick (1884: 1: 33) did name Hooker in his memoirs. He also 
alluded to Hooker’s later success, mentioning ‘assistant-surgeon Dr 
Hooker (now Sir Joseph)’. 

McCormick’s work on the Erebus was criticised. His drawings 
and paintings were not thought good enough for publication. His 
geological collections included known and useless specimens along 
with new and rare ones. Though he labelled his bird specimens with 
care (Sharpe, 1906: 421), these were handed over to the Admiralty 
and were not described by him.7 In contrast, Hooker took his 
botanical collections to Kew and spent the next few years working 
on them for publication.

After the Erebus, McCormick applied for promotion to the rank of 
Deputy-Inspector, but he was refused. As the only member of the 
expedition not promoted, McCormick interpreted this as a personal 
slight. In August 1844, he was elected an honorary fellow of the 
Royal College of Surgeons. For a few years, he held appointments as 
a surgeon to ships at Woolwich. He asked again for promotion, but 
did not receive it.

Searching for the lost Franklin expediti on

Meanwhile, in 1845, the naval offi  cer and explorer Sir John Franklin 
was lost leading an expedition to the Arctic on the same Erebus that 
McCormick served on in the Antarctic. In 1848, Sir John Richardson, 
explorer and naturalist, was placed in command of a party to 
look for him. McCormick, who had met Franklin and who had 
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Figure 2. Robert McCormick, Age 52, in Full Dress Uniform 

McCormick seems to have had a lifelong interest in his appearance. His 
diary entry for 3 June 1832, while returning to England on HMS Tyne, 
reads: ‘Mustered in blue trousers’. Years later, in his early eighties, he was 
seen by RB Sharpe at the British Museum dressed like someone from a 
‘bygone age’, in a ‘swallow-tail coat... with gilt buttons’ and trousers of a 
‘pronounced shepherd’s plaid. Source: MacCormick (1884: 1: frontispiece). 
Credit: Wellcome Library, London. Image: Wellcome Images L0011646.
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experience in polar voyages, proposed to command a search using 
small boats and sledges. The Admiralty considered him unqualifi ed 
and turned down his proposal, even when he off ered to pay all his 
own expenses. In 1852, however, McCormick sailed to the Arctic as 
surgeon on the North Star. He was allowed to explore the Wellington 
Channel in search of Franklin. With half a dozen volunteers and a 
whale boat he named HMB Forlorn Hope, McCormick found nothing 
of Franklin. However, he mapped the eastern shore and in a small 
way achieved his dream of command.

In 1854 McCormick published his Narrative of a Boat Expedition up the 
Wellington Channel in the Year 1852.8 In 1857 he received the Arctic 
medal, and he was fi nally promoted to Deputy-Inspector in 1859. He 
hoped to be promoted again to Inspector-General, the highest rank 
available for a surgeon, but with all his years on half-pay he had 
not put in enough active service. His natural history and Wellington 
Channel expedition were not enough to compensate. Though he was 
supported by a number of infl uential fi gures, McCormick was turned 
down by the Admiralty once again. 

In 1884, McCormick published his memoirs at his own expense. 
The ground they covered was by that time well known. They did 
not arouse much interest. In his last years, he ‘became eccentric in 
his dress and habits’ (Keevil, 1943: 55). RB Sharpe (1906: 421) saw 
McCormick at the British Museum shortly before his memoirs were 
published, wearing a ‘broad-brimmed hat’ over a ‘very evident wig’. 

In his last years, McCormick lived in a Wimbledon house he named 
Hecla Villa, after the ship on which he sailed with Parry, and the 
class of ships that included the Erebus. His living companions 
included a duck named ‘the Duchess’, and a sparrow named Polly. 
McCormick died at Hecla Villa on 28 October 1890. He never 
achieved the desired rank of Inspector-General.

Life as a typical naval surgeon and naturalist

Lloyd and Coulter’s (1961, 1963) Medicine and the Navy remains the 
authoritative account of the role of the naval surgeon in the 18th and 
19th centuries. This provides a context for McCormick’s career. 

In 1800, the naval surgeon John Bell addressed a Memorial Concerning 
the Present State of Military and Naval Surgery to Lord Spencer, the 
First Lord of the Admiralty. He complained that on entering the 
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navy, a young surgeon ‘is put down into a hole, there to remain for 
years’, and opined, 

‘To the life of a naval surgeon there are, God knows, no seductions! 
Nothing, as it now stands, can drive a young man into such a 
service, but want of education, or want of friends’ (Lloyd and 
Coulter, 1961: 30). 

With the threat looming of a Napoleonic invasion, the Admiralty was 
forced to act. Though in 1802, all offi  cers except surgeons had their 
pay raised, naval planners began to draw up schemes to encourage 
‘well qualifi ed and respectable persons to enter the [medical] service’ 
(Lloyd and Coulter, 1961: 32). At the time, surgeons were considered 
craftsmen, not professionals.

Reforms were required if the surgeon was to rise to become ‘an 
offi  cer and a gentleman’ (Lloyd and Coulter, 1961: 10). These began 
in 1805. Among the changes, all surgeons became eligible for half-
pay when held on retainer. Drugs were to be provided free, though 
instruments were to be supplied by the practitioner. The surgeon 
was to wear a distinguishing uniform. 

The reforms had an eff ect. Despite hostilities, mortality fell from 1 in 
8 (1780) to 1 in 30 (1812).9 Printed regulations for the care of the sick 
and for the conduct of surgeons, fi rst produced in 1731, were greatly 
extended in 1806. Among these were instructions for the surgeon 
to visit the sick twice a day and present a sick list to the captain 
daily. He should keep a day book from which two journals were 
to be composed – ‘Physical Practice in Diseases’ and ‘Chirurgical 
Operations’ (Lloyd and Coulter, 1961: 23).10 The surgeon’s duties 
should be kept in mind when comparing McCormick’s obligations 
with Darwin’s opportunities.

After the end of the Napoleonic wars in 1815, the number of men in 
the navy was dramatically reduced: from 140,000 (1814) to 24,100 
(1835). As McCormick noted in his memoirs, the outbreak of peace 
meant fewer opportunities for careers in the ‘executive line’. The 
number of medical men fell too, but disproportionately slowly, and 
this congestion meant that competition for promotion among those 
surgeons remaining in active service was intense. 

With the defeat of France, Britain had established itself as ‘the 
world’s only superpower’ (Brockliss, Cardwell, and Moss, 2005: 
vii). The navy moved into surveying and scientifi c adventures as 
a way to justify, and use, its men and ships. The ship’s surgeon, 
with his scientifi c education, was the obvious candidate to manage 
the disciplined job of formally collecting specimens. It became 
common for ‘professional naval surgeons [to take] the opportunity 
to study some scientifi c fi eld in addition to carrying out their 
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normal professional duties’ (Lloyd and Coulter, 1963: 70). The most 
distinguished early role model for such a position was Sir John 
Richardson, who served as surgeon-naturalist-mineralogist on John 
Franklin’s fi rst expedition to Canada (1819-1822). Most surgeon-
naturalists, however, are not remembered.

McCormick entered the navy after the status of naval surgeon had 
been raised. It may never have been as low as John Bell suggested. 
Brockliss, Cardwell and Moss (2005: 19-20) argue that at the start of 
the 19th century many recruits came from ‘middling’ or ‘upwardly 
mobile’ families and were not generally as friendless as Bell implied. 
Though McCormick suggested his father’s death left him without 
enough money or infl uence to join the ‘executive line’ of the navy, 
his medical training in London would have cost perhaps £200 a year, 
‘much the same as a young gentleman at Oxford or Cambridge’ 
(Brockliss, Cardwell, and Moss, 2005: 22). Even so, a surgeon who 
had good connections in the Admiralty would have been bett er 
placed for success in his career. 

Lack of family or fortune aside, McCormick seems to have been 
unable to make friends in high places. Keevil (1943: 39) argues his 
lack of promotion came from antagonising the powerful William 
Burnett  (1779-1861). Burnett  sat on the Victualling Board from 1822, 
and became Director-General of the Medical Department upon its 
creation in 1832. Keevil suggests Burnett  ‘despised the spectacular, 
the second rate, or the dilett ante’. Lloyd and Coulter note Burnett  
was not ‘a scientist or a literary man’, and ‘seldom promoted those 
whose interests obviously lay more in the fi eld of geology or botany 
than medicine’ (Lloyd and Coulter, 1963: 4-5).11 McCormick had 
more enthusiasm for exploration than for medicine, or, indeed, 
natural history. Arguably he was both a dilett ante and second rate. 
His love of the spectacular would not have endeared him to Burnett .

In sum, McCormick seems to have been a man with the wrong 
aptitudes in the wrong place at the wrong time in history. Men 
like Beaufort were encouraging sophisticated scientifi c activity 
in the navy, and men like Burnett  were att empting to rein that in, 
while demanding more of surgeons. McCormick’s eff orts in natural 
history, intended to distinguish himself on the Navy’s congested 
personnel list, antagonised the Admiralty’s Medical Department, 
and alienated those with the power to advance him. Added to this, 
McCormick seemed neither good at, nor dedicated to, disciplined 
natural history collecting. To his detriment, his dabbling came at 
the time when both natural history and medicine were growing  
complex networks in Britain. As a qualifi ed but unexceptional 
naturalist, he had limited capacity for otherwise overcoming his lack 
of connection to London’s scientifi c elite. 
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McCormick’s contributions seem representative of the typical 
surgeon-naturalists in the 19th century. These men were neither 
Huxleys nor Hookers, and certainly they were not Darwins. 
For lack of att ention, their contribution to science largely goes 
unacknowledged. 

McCormick is unusual, however, in that his expression of 
dissatisfaction with his career, rather than success, makes him 
visible. His case is useful because it reveals the tensions inherent in 
the position of the ordinary naval surgeon in the mid-19th century – 
in which one individual performed the roles of doctor, scientist and 
naval offi  cer, and these roles sometimes came into confl ict. These 
tensions were amplifi ed on the Beagle voyage, by the presence of the 
young Charles Darwin. McCormick’s diary off ers an opportunity to 
analyse such tensions.
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McCormick’s diary

Where Darwin’s diary is full of long narrative entries and personal 
refl ections, writt en with a view to publication, McCormick’s entries 
are a brief record, largely, of what was done and when. This is partly 
explained by the diff erences in their experience. Darwin, at 22, was 
a Cambridge educated gentleman, making the fi rst serious voyage 
of his life, while McCormick, at 31, had been in the navy since he 
was 22 himself. For Darwin, everything was new. McCormick had 
seen much of it already. McCormick’s diary does not make the 
kind of interesting reading that Darwin’s does, but when read in 
addition to Darwin’s diary, and with reference to the Ship’s and the 
Captain’s Logs, it off ers another perspective on the voyage. It also 
demonstrates how eye-witness accounts are full of bias, especially 
how what is seen and recorded is framed by social background, 
education, and personal interest. 

McCormick does not mention Darwin once.

‘Journal on Full Pay’
– Plymouth

McCormick began this part of his diary on 9 July 1831, when he 
recorded his appointment to HMS Beagle. He joined the ship on 
20 July – this is confi rmed in the Captain’s and Ship’s Logs.12 His 
diary confi rms that McCormick began as the offi  cial naturalist, and 
continued to consider himself so after Darwin’s arrival. It gives 
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Figure 3. HMS Beagle Floorplan by Philip Gidley King (left)

This diagram of the Beagle shows the captain’s cabin, where Darwin dined 
with FitzRoy, and the gunroom, where McCormick dined with the other 
offi  cers. It also shows the poop cabin, where Darwin worked and slept, and 
the sick bay, where McCormick carried out his duties as surgeon. Source: 
Darwin (1902, facing page 1). Credit: Wellcome Library, London. Image: 
Wellcome Images L0003832. 

a small indication of the surgeon’s responsibilities, and it reveals 
McCormick’s fascination with status and the social divide between 
Darwin and this – and any – surgeon-naturalist. 

The naturalist
The background to Darwin’s arrival on the Beagle is found in his 
correspondence. A lett er from George Peacock to JS Henslow on 6 or 
13 August 1831 advised that Captain Fitz Roy had a vessel ‘fi tt ed out 
expressly for scientifi c purposes’, and that Peacock had been asked 
to recommend a naturalist (Burkhardt and Smith, 1985: 127). It is not 
clear whether Peacock had been approached by Francis Beaufort, 
or by Fitz Roy himself, though Fitz Roy would have approached 
Beaufort fi rst. Henslow off ered the position to Darwin on 24 
August. He wrote, ‘Capt. F. wants a man (I understand) more as a 
companion than a mere collector & would not take any one however 
good a Naturalist who was not recommended to him likewise as 
a gentleman’ (Burkhardt and Smith, 1985: 129). Darwin wrote to 
Beaufort to accept the position on 1 September. The same day, 
Beaufort wrote to Fitz Roy that Peacock ‘has succeeded in gett ing a 
‘Savant’ for you’ (Burkhardt and Smith, 1985: 136).

Gruber (1969: 271) suggested that after meeting McCormick, Fitz Roy 
didn’t like him as a ‘naturalist and/or intellectual companion’ and 
looked for an alternative. In contrast, Burstyn (1975: 63) argued that 
Fitz Roy’s request for a naturalist was a useful fi ction. The captain of 
a surveying ship ‘led an impossible existence’, entirely responsible 
for the welfare of the ship and the crew, and completely isolated 
from informal human contact. The Beagle’s previous captain, Pringle 
Stokes, followed naval tradition by dining alone and killed himself 
before the expedition was complete. The isolation ‘could only be 
broken for a Navy Captain by friendship with someone totally 
outside the chain of command’ (Burstyn, 1975: 69). Thus Darwin’s 
role on board was primarily social, as a dining companion for 
Fitz Roy. McCormick’s skills as a naturalist, and whether Fitz Roy 
liked him, were irrelevant. As the ship’s surgeon, and a subordinate, 
he could never have been the gentleman companion Fitz Roy was 
looking for.13 
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McCormick’s diary adds essential details to the timeline for 
Darwin’s addition to the ship, and to the nature of both men’s roles. 
On Thursday 21 July, McCormick ‘Called on Capt. Fitz . Roy at his 
lodgings’.14 The next entry regarding Fitz Roy is Tuesday 16 August, 
when McCormick ‘Went on board the Shannon Steamer to meet 
Capt. Fitz . Roy on his return from Town’.15 Between 20 July and 16 
August, then, Fitz Roy met McCormick, went to London, put in a 
request to Beaufort for a ‘Savant’ or ‘Naturalist’ or companion, and 
returned to Plymouth. This reasonably short interval, including time 
to travel to London and back, makes it likely that Burstyn is right. 
Fitz Roy would have had litt le time to judge McCormick’s abilities as 
a naturalist, and if he had already developed a personal dislike for 
McCormick, the surgeon’s eff ort to meet the captain on his return 
suggests McCormick himself was unaware of it.16

On 5 September Fitz Roy off ered Darwin a place on board. On 19 
September, Darwin wrote to Fitz Roy from London, regarding a 
conversation with Beaufort about the Admiralty’s claim on his 
work as a naturalist. Since the surgeon’s collection would be ‘at the 
disposal of Government’, this would probably make it easier for 
Darwin to hang on to his own. However, Beaufort advised him that 
while the surgeon could get apparatus free, ‘from Sir W. Barnett  (or 
some such name.)’, Darwin himself should not, because he ‘should 
lose so much vantage ground over the Lords of the Admiralty’ 
(Burkhardt and Smith, 1985: 161). 

McCormick’s diary confi rms that on 26 September, the surgeon 
requested his apparatus. He wrote to Fitz Roy ‘suggesting a supply 
of Materials for preserving Objects of Natural History’.17 McCormick 
was still the offi  cial naturalist, and his presence made it possible 
for Darwin to retain control over his own specimens and work. It 
is interesting to note William Burnett ’s role here, given his negative 
infl uence on McCormick’s career – Darwin wasn’t even sure of 
Burnett ’s name and had no need to seek his approval. 

Darwin’s diary dates his arrival in Plymouth to 24 October. He wrote 
of McCormick to Henslow, on 30 October: ‘My friend the Doctor 
is an ass, but we jog on very amicably: at present he is in great 
tribulation, whether his cabin shall be painted French Grey or a dead 
white – I hear litt le excepting this subject from him’ (Burkhardt and 
Smith, 1985: 176). Clearly Darwin and McCormick had met, clearly 
they had talked enough for Darwin to complain he heard ‘litt le 
excepting this’ and clearly when McCormick wrote to Jameson two 
days later, he still believed himself to be the ship’s offi  cial naturalist. 
In his diary for 1 November, he noted, ‘Wrote a lett er to Professor 
Jameson’.18 The lett er has been lost, but Jameson wrote in reply of 
his pleasure at hearing that McCormick had been appointed to the 
Beagle, and reminded him of good practice for collecting (Gruber, 
1969: 273-274).
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The doctor
We have some indication of the surgeon’s duties, though we are 
missing McCormick’s medical journals. He att ended four surveys at 
the Naval Hospital. On 17 September he went to Plymouth Hospital 
‘about the Beagle’s supply of Medicines’.19 On 19 September, he 
‘Wrote a lett er to the Victualling Board for an Extra supply of 
Medicines to the Beagle’.20 On 13 October he went to the Naval 
Hospital to collect the Beagle’s medicines. While McCormick never 
especially distinguished himself as a doctor during his career, 
it seems reasonable to believe he was competent, and therefore 
representative of most naval surgeons. 

The social climber
McCormick recorded social events and introductions with a relish 
that marks him out as a would-be social climber. He noted that 
on 28 November the captain ‘gave a splendid Dejeuner’ on board 
the Beagle, and that he held similar parties in the afternoons of the 
following two days – ‘a number of Ladies and Gentlemen came off  
to see the ship’. On 29 November, ‘amongst the visitors were the 
Admiral – Sir Manley Dixon, and Lady Dixon and Daughters’.21 
Darwin too, recorded the ‘magnifi cent luncheon’ on 28 November, 
and the following day ‘another large party’, but his nonchalance 
displays his superiority – ‘not being very well, I have not gone to 
it. – In the evening dined with Sir Manley Dixon’ (Keynes, 1988: 9). 
McCormick was delighted to be at a large party with the Admiral, 
but it’s notable he did not mention he was formally introduced. 
Given McCormick’s tendency to record minor social triumphs such 
as this, it seems likely that no introduction occurred. In contrast, 
Darwin did not need to climb. He had already arrived. With an 
invitation to dine with the Admiral in the evening, he could spend 
the day resting.

On 22 November, McCormick wrote that the previous evening he 
‘Went to the Atheneum and saw Harris’s Experiments with the 
Lightning Conductor for Ships’.22 Darwin’s entry for 4 November, 
however, states that in the evening he ‘dined with Mr Harris, (the 
author of several papers on Electricity) and met there several 
pleasant people. – Colonel Hamilton Smith, who is writing on fi shes 
with Cuvier.’ (Keynes, 1988: 5). Darwin had the privilege of meeting 
working experimentalists and naturalists, whereas McCormick, 
in this instance, did not. When Darwin att ended Harris’s ‘popular 
lecture’ on 21 November, he was already acquainted with the 
lecturer (Keynes, 1988: 9). 

On 13 December, Darwin wrote that he ‘dined for the fi rst time in 
Captains cabin & felt quite at home. – Of all the luxuries the Captain 
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has given me, none will be so essential as that of having my meals 
with him’ (Keynes, 1988: 13). The right kind of company meant 
something for Darwin as well as Fitz Roy, and it was precisely this 
company that McCormick was excluded from. 

‘Journal of a Voyage to South America’ 
– the voyage out

After 26 December McCormick’s diary lists, in columns, for four 
pages, the latitude, longitude, ship’s course, wind direction, and 
temperature, from 27 December 1831 to 18 April 1832 for the Beagle, 
and then the equivalent, for two pages, for the Tyne. Nothing similar 
exists in Darwin’s diary, and it marks a diff erence between them: 
one a sailor, the other distinctly not. McCormick also listed the birds 
he shot. These are distinctly unimpressive compared with Darwin’s 
extensive specimen lists. 

Sailing
Darwin and McCormick’s accounts are similar at fi rst. McCormick 
recorded a shoal of porpoises on 30 December; Darwin on 31 
December. Darwin saw a stormy petrel on 31 December, McCormick 
on 2 January. On 3 January 1832 they both recorded passing over 
the ‘eight stones’ as laid down in the charts, but not seeing them. 
On 5 January they both remarked on passing the Salvages, and 
Darwin wrote that the day had been ‘beautiful’ (Keynes, 1988: 19). 
McCormick was more expressive than usual, describing ‘the most 
beautiful sunset since leaving England’.23 He often commented on 
sunsets – and they also feature in the Captain’s Log, presumably 
as something by which to judge the weather and the next day’s 
sailing. He often included ‘A.M.’, ‘P.M.’, and ‘Evening’ in laying 
out his entries, which also resembles the Captain’s and Ship’s Logs, 
and altogether suggests that McCormick’s declared passion for 

Figure 4. Page from McCormick’s ‘Rough diary’ (left)

This page contains entries dated 26 September to 15 October 1831, while 
the Beagle was in harbour at Plymouth. It includes mention of a letter 
to FitzRoy, ‘with a list, suggesting a supply of Materials for preserving 
Objects of Natural History’. Source: McCormick’s ‘Rough diary of 2nd 
Voyage to West-Indies 1830 and Voyage to Rio-Janeiro & South-America 
in 1831-2 &c’. MS 3359 in Robert McCormick Collection, Wellcome Library. 
Credit: Wellcome Library, London. Image: Wellcome Images L0048856.
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natural history is, as his later biography would suggest, secondary 
to his naval training and aspirations to command. McCormick did 
occasionally make an observation that Darwin seemed to miss – on 
15 January McCormick saw the ‘Vane at the Mast-Head was covered 
with a very fi ne brown coloured dust’, and surmised that this had 
been ‘brought from the African Deserts by the Harmatt an Winds’.24 
This may well be a sailor’s observation rather than a naturalist’s. It 
is the only place in the diary where McCormick off ered a theory to 
explain what he observed. 

St Jago and the Baobab Tree
On 16 January the ship arrived at Porto Praya, St Jago. On 18 
January, McCormick wrote in his diary that he ‘saw the remarkable 
Baobob Tree’.25 He recorded in his diary that on 20 January 1832 he 
went back to the baobab tree. He did not mention Darwin, though 
Darwin’s much longer account of the same day begins ‘I took a long 
walk with Maccormick’, and together they came to the ‘celebrated 
Baobob trees’ (Keynes, 1988: 26). This is the fi rst time Darwin’s diary 
mentions McCormick by name. Darwin’s account recorded that on 
24 January he, Fitz Roy, and Lieutenant Wickham returned to the 
tree. McCormick’s diary has no entry for that date. McCormick, it 
seems, having perhaps shown Darwin the tree, was then left behind. 
I will return to the episode of the baobab tree in the next section and 
explore issues of ownership in science and the impact of exclusion 
and textual excision. 

On 23 January, however, both McCormick and Darwin wrote that 
they found a deep ravine. Again, McCormick did not mention 
Darwin, but Darwin mentioned McCormick. The surgeon-naturalist 
recorded he ‘shot three Tropic Birds in the Ravine and saw a 
wild cat in it’.26 Darwin included a snide comment that suggested 
McCormick’s main interest in wildlife was in killing it: ‘a large wild 
cat bounded across & reached its den before Maccormick could 
shoot it’ (Keynes, 1988: 28). Much of McCormick’s record of St Jago 

Figure 5. Sketch of the Baobab Tree, Possibly by Robert FitzRoy (right)

Sketch of the same baobab tree (Adansonia digitata L.) highlighted by 
MacCormick (1884). This sketch is located in Darwin’s ‘Cape de Verds’ fi eld 
notebook but is drawn possibly by FitzRoy. The numbers ‘36.3’ and ‘2.8’ 
almost (but not quite) match the measurements Darwin recorded in his 
diary. Source: English Heritage Darwin Notebook No 1.4. Credit: Image 
courtesy of English Heritage. Image: DP089697.
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is of the things he shot – a vulture, some sparrows, crows, and 
kingfi shers, among others. This corroborates the criticism later made 
of his geological collections: he was not selective and took multiple 
specimens of things that were already well known.27 

It is not clear what happened to McCormick’s birds from the Beagle 
voyage, but it is probable that he was obliged to leave them on the 
ship rather than take them back with him on the Tyne. I will return to 
this in the following section, concerning a particular kingfi sher that 
McCormick shot and Darwin referenced. Keevil (1943: 48) remarked 
that McCormick’s specimens from the Erebus were given to Sir John 
Richardson for identifi cation. While it is unlikely that McCormick 
could have worked them up on his own, this does seem to confi rm 
that surgeon naturalists were defi ned as ‘mere’ collectors and not 
permitt ed to do further work on their own specimens.

St Paul’s Rocks
Darwin’s account of 16 February recorded that two boats were 
launched to St Paul’s Rocks (Keynes, 1988: 36). Browne (1995: 204) 
includes the episode in Voyaging, but her analysis is mistaken. She 
suggests Darwin was in one boat, which landed on the rocks where 
he was able to make collections, while McCormick was in the other, 
which stayed in the waves. McCormick’s diary tells a diff erent story. 
That day, he wrote that he ‘took a sketch of St Paul’s – the rocks were 
covered with Birds, chiefl y Boobies, and Noddies – two Boats were 
sent to examine the Island – two Sharks were caught on board, had 
part of one for dinner’.28 Contra Browne (1995), McCormick was left 
on board the Beagle, sketching. Darwin also noted that ‘during our 
absence 2 large [sharks] were caught from the ship’ (Keynes, 1988: 
36). McCormick’s exclusion was more pronounced than Browne 
presents. The offi  cial naturalist role in practice had passed over to 
Fitz Roy’s gentleman companion.

Bahia
In Bahia, McCormick seems to have been kept mostly on the Beagle. 
When able to leave the ship, it appears he was more concerned 
with socialising on HMS Samarang than with collecting. Between 
28 February and 15 March, when the Beagle left Bahia, McCormick 
recorded going on board the Samarang on seven days and dining 
there three times. When he did go on shore, however, it was often 
in the evening, when, because of failing light, collecting would 
have been more diffi  cult. Only on 10 March did McCormick record 
collecting specimens, when he ‘Went on shore, shot an Anno and 
another small Bird near the lake a litt le beyond the Town’.29 
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Abrolhos Islands
The Beagle reached the Abrolhos Islands on 29 March 1832. 
McCormick’s entry for this day contains the most detailed natural 
history observations in his Beagle diary. He wrote about the birds he 
shot and the nests he found, ‘some containing two Eggs and others 
only one’. He noted, ‘some of the Frigate Pelicans were perfectly 
black with a deep scarlet pouch in front of the neck, which the bird 
could distend at pleasure’, and the islands were ‘thickly covered 
with grass and weeds – but no wort’.30 

After the Beagle’s arrival at Rio on 4 April, McCormick quickly 
moved to get himself off  the ship.

Rio de Janeiro
The Captain’s Log states that on 15 April the Captain paid the crew 
at Rio.31 This was not a random date for McCormick’s invaliding – he 
waited for his pay before leaving. This marks, again, the diff erence 
between McCormick the surgeon, dependent on the navy for his 
livelihood, and Darwin the passenger, drawing on funds from his 
father throughout the voyage. On Monday 23 April, McCormick 
signed the ‘Survey on Medicines’, completing his duties, and 
received his invaliding certifi cate.32 He left the Beagle on 24 April. The 
Ship’s Log does not record his going, but it does record a distinct 
drop in the meat rations taken on board, which suggests that a 
number of the crew left the ship at Rio.33 On 25 April, McCormick 
went on board the Tyne to report. On 29 April, it sailed for England.

‘Journal of a Voyage to South America’ 
– the voyage back

On the Tyne, McCormick recorded when he dined with the Captain 
and others: on 1 May, with the Captain and the Purser; on 12 May, 
with the Captain and the Second Lieutenant; on 26 May, with the 
Captain and the Marine Offi  cer; on 13 June, with the Captain and the 
Second Lieutenant again. The Captain, McCormick noted, also dined 
repeatedly in the gunroom. These notes demonstrate McCormick’s 
fi xation with social interaction. They also suggest not every ship was 
run like Fitz Roy’s. Some captains dined with their offi  cers, and even 
joined the men in the gunroom, breaking down the rank divisions. 

Importantly, McCormick’s shift from the Beagle to the Tyne was a 
shift from surgeon to passenger. His changed status allowed him to 
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dine with the captain more regularly than the ship’s own offi  cers. 
Ironically, his position on the Tyne became more like Darwin’s on 
the Beagle. Unlike Darwin, however, McCormick did not carry out 
naturalist work on the journey home. Once away from the Beagle, he 
made comments on the weather, wind direction, boats and a wreck 
sighted. He wrote like a sailor, with a sailor’s concerns.
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No loss?

McCormick’s excision of the Beagle from his 1884 memoirs has 
aff ected scholarship for more than a century. Att ention to the detail 
of Darwin and McCormick’s accounts, furthermore, shows the 
eff ects of excision in Darwin’s own work, and it raises important 
questions about the history of natural history.

During his time with the Beagle, McCormick noted in his diary, he 
shot 17 ‘kingfi shers’. In his list of birds shot, McCormick called the 
kingfi shers ‘Alcedo’. One of the specimens, according to Darwin’s 
records, was more noteworthy than the others. On a page in his 
‘Cape de Verds’ fi eld notebook34 dated to 3 February 1832, Darwin 
wrote,

wild cats. kingfi sher 
Lizard MacCormick35

Another page, dated to 4 February, repeats,

Kingfi sher eating lizard Mac C

On neither of these dates does Darwin’s diary mention McCormick. 
McCormick’s diary has no entry for 3 February, though he did 
record having shot two kingfi shers on 4 February. It is possible that 
Darwin and McCormick were together on these dates and neither 
recorded it, but Darwin seems to have occasionally recorded events 
in his notebooks as they come to mind rather than as they occurred. 
This seems to be the case, for example, for the entry inside the cover 
of his ‘Bahia Blanca to Buenos Ayres’ notebook36, ‘Cusco places 
eggs in other birds nests’ (undated), which he repeated in the same 
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notebook as ‘Bird called Chusco lays in sparrows nest’ in an entry 
on 13 September 1833, upon observing a number of female ostriches 
laying eggs in one nest. Repetition suggests that the information had 
signifi cance for Darwin, rather than that the events are repeated. 
It is reasonable to conclude that whenever the incident with the 
kingfi sher, the lizard and McCormick took place, Darwin was struck 
by it enough to record it twice.

The cryptic ‘Kingfi sher eating lizard Mac C’ is explained in Darwin’s 
list of ‘Specimens not in spirits’, published as part of Keynes’s (2000) 
edition of Charles Darwin’s Zoology Notes. In the section titled ‘1832 St 
Jago’, Darwin wrote: 

191 X Alcedo. [Senegal kingfi sher, listed as Halcyon 
erythrorhyncha Gould in Zoology 3: 41-2] Very frequent in the 
valleys where there is no water.— but still more abundant near 
water as at St Domingo. Their stomach[s] contain wings &c of 
Orthopterous insects, & Mr Maccormick one was caught one with 
a lizard in its craw. (Keynes, 2000: 371)

The insertions (in [ ] brackets) are Keynes’s. The deletions (crossout), 
however, are Darwin’s. 

Working through the deletions, it is clear that this note refers to the 
same event as the notebook and that McCormick caught or shot a 
specimen of this kingfi sher while it was eating a lizard. This was 
remarkable enough that Darwin transferred the (double) entry from 
his fi eld notes to his specimen list. It is not clear, however, why 
Darwin crossed out McCormick’s name here in the list. Nonetheless, 
the deletions become signifi cant when the kingfi sher is featured 
in The zoology of the voyage of HMS Beagle. The entry on Halcyon 
erythrorhyncha includes narrative writt en from Darwin’s perspective: 

I opened the stomachs of several, and found them fi lled with the 
wing cases of Orthopterous insects, the constant inhabitants of all 
sterile countries; and in the craw of one there was part of a lizard. 
(Gould, 1839: 41)

The change in the text from the specimen note to the published work 
is small but striking. The published text implies that ‘part of a lizard’ 
was found in the ‘craw’ of a specimen that Darwin dissected – which, 
by extension, was Darwin’s specimen. McCormick, the collector of 
the specimen, has disappeared from the account completely. 

Following the notes through in this way we can see the process by 
which the naval surgeon, as collector, can be made to disappear. 
McCormick’s contribution to Darwin’s work here, small as it may 
be, goes unacknowledged. The excision seems deliberate, though 
we can only speculate about motive. Did Darwin’s personal 
dislike of McCormick infl uence him? Did one (or indeed some) 
of McCormick’s specimens make its (or their) way into Darwin’s 
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collection, and did Darwin want to claim ownership so as to keep 
it from the Admiralty? Was McCormick simply too unimportant to 
Darwin, as an individual or as a naturalist, to deserve credit?

Back to the Baobab Tree

Issues of ownership and excision arise in Darwin and McCormick’s 
diff ering accounts of the baobab tree. McCormick’s diary describes 
how he found the tree on 18 January, and revisited it on 20 January. 
Darwin’s diary describes how 20 January was his own fi rst sight 
of the tree, and he revisited it on 24 January, with Fitz Roy and 
Wickham. Darwin’s diary refers to a sketch made of the tree by 
Fitz Roy, which is perhaps the one in his ‘Cape de Verds’ fi eld 
notebook (Figure 5).

Darwin recorded in his diary on 20 January that at the height of 2’ 8”, 
the circumference of the tree was 36’ 2”. The numbers do not quite 
match the fi gures on the sketch, but they are close. McCormick’s 
diary for 2 February records that he went back to the tree and 
measured it himself, and came away with a value of ‘36 ½ feet 
circumference’.37 The repetition here suggests competition – either 
Darwin’s party of 24 January had not communicated its fi ndings to 
McCormick, or McCormick felt the need to check them. Or, I would 
suggest, measuring the tree is an act of ownership. McCormick was 
att empting to assert himself as a qualifi ed naturalist. 

On 6 February 1832, McCormick’s diary records that he made his 
own sketch of the tree. He made another on his return to the tree 
in 1839, and this is featured in his 1884 memoirs as a lithograph 
(Figures 6 and 7). The most illustrative aspect of this lithograph is the 
inclusion of McCormick’s initials, near the top of the central trunk. 
His memoirs recall that in 1839,

On reaching the baobab-tree, I ascended it, and looked for my own 
initials, which I had cut, with the year 1832, on the main stem, 
about two-thirds up the tree, when here in that year… I now added 
the present year, 1839, beneath the former one… (MacCormick, 
1884: 1: 15)

The sketch, and the writt en account, are most remarkable for what 
they leave out. McCormick’s initials stand alone, marking clearly 
that this is his tree. Darwin’s diary, however, tells the story very 
diff erently. On 20 January 1832 he wrote,

This tree is supposed to be one of the longest lived that exists… 
This one bears on its bark the signs of its notoriety – it is as 
completely covered with initials & dates as any one in Kensington 
gardens. (Keynes, 1988: 26)
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Figure 6. Baobab Tree (full), McCormick’s Version (left)

Illustration of the baobab tree (Adansonia digitata L.) as it appears in 
McCormick’s memoirs. Note his initials and dates in the upper trunk of 
the tree. Also note the absence of other initials or graffi  ti. Compare with 
Figures 5 and 7. Source: MacCormick (1884: 2: 16). Credit: Wellcome 
Library, London. Image: Wellcome Images V0043025.

McCormick, in drawing the tree marked with only his name, 
removed all his rivals, just as Darwin, in striking McCormick’s name 
out of his specimen list, could take all the credit for the kingfi sher 
with the lizard in its craw.38

These examples demonstrate the importance of comparing 
alternative accounts and of detailed study of manuscript sources. 
The published account of the kingfi sher contains no hint of what has 
been removed. McCormick’s version of the tree tells a diff erent story 
when compared to Darwin’s diary. More specifi cally, they force us 
to ask: in 19th century natural history, what has been lost – who, 
and how? And what value may be found in returning these acts and 
individuals to the record?
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Figure 7. Baobab Tree (close-up), McCormick’s Version

Close-up of McCormick’s carving into the baobab tree 
(Adansonia digitata L.). The characters are McCormick’s 
initials and the two dates of his visits, 1832 and 1839. Compare 
with Figures 5 and 6. Source: MacCormick (1884: 2: 16). 
Credit: Wellcome Library, London. Image: Wellcome Images 
V0043025.
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Conclusion

In a footnote to his 1969 paper on McCormick, Gruber wrote: 

What is still required is a detailed history in which the 
contributions of the many naval collectors and observers are related 
to the development of the body of natural history data necessary 
for the elaboration of biology by mid-nineteenth century. (Gruber, 
1969: 269)

If this was required in 1969, it is well overdue now. Nothing has 
yet to replace Lloyd and Coulter (1961, 1963).39 Meanwhile, recent 
work has noted the contributions made to science by fi gures largely 
absent from dominant historical narratives. Other work has carefully 
considered processes by which contributors disappear. For instance, 
there are notable similarities between surgeon-naturalists and 
Shapin’s (1989) ‘invisible technicians’. The surgeons, too, were paid 
a wage. Their specimen collections belonged to their employer (the 
Admiralty). They were rarely acknowledged in print so received 
litt le recognition for their work.

Writing on Bartholomew James Sulivan, however, Brinkman (2003: 
69) argues that few naval offi  cers were paid to collect specimens, 
so they ‘should not be considered the hired assistants of natural 
science’. Surgeon-naturalists made their collections in addition to 
their medical duties. Sulivan (an executive offi  cer) sent the fossil 
specimens he had collected in Patagonia to Darwin and Darwin 
expressly acknowledged him in print and supported his work, 
but Sulivan still slipped into obscurity. Brinkman (2003: 69) uses 
Sulivan’s case to propose a general model of the processes by which 
naturalists disappear from the historical record. At the top of his list 
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of factors is ‘lack of scientifi c standing’ – most obviously, as a serving 
naval offi  cer, Sulivan could not be an active, fraternizing member of 
London’s scientifi c community. This would certainly also apply to 
active naval surgeons. 

In recent years biographies have been published on a number of 
largely forgott en naval surgeons and naturalists: Alexander Collie, 
appointed Colonial Surgeon to Western Australia (Chessell, 2008); 
Archibald Menzies, who introduced the Monkey Puzzle tree to 
Britain and ‘laid the foundations for the development of botany in 
Northwest America’ (McCarthy, 2008: 1); and Edward Lawton Moss, 
who served as a surgeon on the British Arctic Expedition 1875-1876 
(Appleton and Barr, 2008). Each of these, however, looks at the 
contribution of a notable individual, rather than naval surgeons as a 
group. 

The materials exist for a detailed investigation into the duties and 
observations of the naval surgeon. The National Archives at Kew 
recently catalogued hundreds of medical journals dating from the 
19th century. Notably, many of them are medical journals from 
convict ships. They could therefore also off er a new perspective on 
the history of penal transportation. The materials also exist for a new 
study of McCormick. His case raises questions about the infl uence 
of the Medical Department as an administrative body upon the 
activities of naval surgeons, and about the fate of specimens collected 
by McCormick and others. The Department of Zoology at the 
Natural History Museum still holds some of McCormick’s specimens 
from the Erebus voyage. The Wellcome Library holds many more 
of his manuscripts, one of which contains his notes on Jameson’s 
Edinburgh lectures. 

In a lett er to Henslow on 16 June 1832, Darwin called McCormick ‘a 
philosopher of rather an ancient date’ (Burkhardt and Smith, 1985: 
238). Darwin considered himself part of a new, modern generation. 
Secord has writt en,

older traditions in natural history…had encouraged participation 
by a wide range of people in the making of knowledge.…Young 
Lyell, in contrast, tended to dismiss provincials, colonials, women 
and working people as mere sources of information, whose facts 
gained meaning by being drawn together and reasoned upon by the 
few. (Secord, 1997: xv)

Darwin considered McCormick’s departure ‘no loss’, and struck 
McCormick’s name out of his specimen lists. As historians of science, 
we should not lose sight of McCormick’s contribution. Nor should 
we lose sight of the social and editorial processes by which he and so 
many others have been excised from history.
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Endnotes

1 Darwin’s account of the voyage, Journal of Charles Darwin, M.A., 
Naturalist to the Beagle (1832-1836), was published in 1839 as 
the third volume in Fitz Roy (1839). It also was published as a 
separate volume in the same year (Darwin, 1839).

2 As only one example, in an entry in his ‘Buenos Ayres to Santa 
Fe’ fi eld notebook (English Heritage notebook no 1.13) for 10 
October 1833, Darwin records fi nding a horse tooth. The tooth 
contributes to his theory of extinction, which he describes in 
Darwin (1859: 318).

3 Taylor (2008: 80-81), includes an image of a page from the 
manuscript, and some brief quotations from the text, but these 
have small mistakes in transcription, and he off ers limited 
analysis.

4 Fisher (2004) mentions Bynoe’s promotion on the Beagle but does 
not name McCormick as his predecessor.

5 Lack of scholarship on McCormick means this section has 
depended for biographical details on his own memoirs and on 
Keevil (1943), despite acknowledging their unreliability.

6 ‘Half-pay’ meant reduced wages paid to naval offi  cers in non-
active service. It was used as a type of retainer for those between 
assignments or for those unavailable owing to illness.

7 The surrendering of collections was standard practice for naval 
personnel. As it turned out, some of McCormick’s specimens 
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of a Great Skua were described as a new species, Megalestris 
maccormicki. A fossil willow he collected also was identifi ed as a 
new species, Salix mccormickii.

8 This is included as a section in his memoirs.

9 Some of this may be due to the treatment of scurvy with lemon 
juice, introduced across the fl eet in the 1790s.

10 Unfortunately, McCormick’s medical journals from the Beagle 
appear not to have survived. They are not catalogued at the 
Wellcome Library, the National Archives, or the National 
Maritime Museum. Archivists in these repositories had no 
knowledge about the existence of these materials elsewhere.

11 McLean’s recently published Surgeons of the Fleet paints a 
diff erent picture of Burnett , as someone who ‘encouraged 
contributions to mineralogy, geology, botany and climatology’ 
(McLean, 2010: 51). It is possible that Burnett ’s apparent dislike 
of McCormick was more personal. 

12 Both Logs are held at the National Archives, Kew. The Captain’s 
Logs for 1831-4 are item ADM51/3054, and the Ship’s Logs for 
1831-6 are item ADM53/236.

13 Thomson (2003: 144) rejects Burstyn’s argument, reinterpreting 
Henslow’s insistence on gentlemanly status as a reassurance that 
the naturalist’s position was suitable for someone of Darwin’s 
social standing. He argues that it was not unusual to take along 
an extra expert. Nevertheless, he accepts that Darwin would 
have been an additional naturalist to McCormick.

14 Wellcome Library, MS3359, (2)ii. See appendix.

15 MS3359, (2)iii. See appendix.

16 It is possible McCormick was aware Fitz Roy didn’t care for him 
and was att empting to win him over. However, McCormick’s 
diary continued to record his encounters with Fitz Roy in a 
manner that suggests the captain was quite happy with him, at 
least until the Beagle departed England – on 17 November, for 
instance, McCormick noted that Fitz Roy introduced him to a 
Lord Commissioner of the Admiralty.

17 MS3359, (2)v.

18 MS3359, (2)vi.

19 MS3359, (2)iv.

20 MS3359, (2)iv.
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21 MS3359, (2)ix.

22 MS3359, (2)viii.

23 MS3359, (3)2-3.

24 MS3359, (3)7-8.

25 MS3359, (3)9-10. The tree was signifi cant enough to McCormick 
that in his memoirs he mentioned returning to it years later, in 
1839 (MacCormick, 1884: 1: 15). 

26 MS3359, (3)12.

27 MS3359, (3)g-i. Though McCormick records some birds as 
undescribed, most of them are named.

28 MS3359, (3)17-18.

29 MS3359, (3)21.

30 MS3359, (3)24-25.

31 Captain’s Logs, ADM51/3054.

32 MS3359, (3)29.

33 Ship’s Logs, ADM53/236.

34 English Heritage notebook no 1.4.

35 At the time of writing, the notebooks were unpublished except 
online at <www.darwin-online.org.uk>. I had access to new 
digital photographs from English Heritage, which are now 
available online through their website. Transcripts have now 
been published (Chancellor and van Wyhe, 2009).

36 English Heritage notebook no 1.11.

37 MS3359, (3)15.

38 In 2009, Randal Keynes (Darwin’s great-great-grandson) visited 
Santiago in the Cape Verde islands. At my request, he looked for 
McCormick’s initials on the baobab trees there. He found some 
possible marks, but they were not conclusive.

39 McLean’s (2010: 51-54) Surgeons of the Fleet provides a new study 
of naval surgeons from the early-19th to early-20th centuries, but 
his consideration of their work as naturalists and collectors is 
limited to the successes of a small number of mostly well known 
fi gures. For McLean, these additional roles create opportunities 
rather than tensions (McLean, 2010: 51-54).
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Transcripti on. 
Robert McCormick’s HMS Beagle diary 
9 July 1931 to 18 June 1832

This appendix presents a transcription of two sections from 
McCormick’s diaries of his career in naval service. These sections 
cover his time on HMS Beagle. They include his service while the 
ship was moored at Plymouth and the fi rst months of the voyage. 
Also included is the portion that covers his return on HMS Tyne.

Descripti on of the diary

The diary used in this transcription is item MS3359 in the ‘Robert 
McCormick Collection,’ located in the Wellcome Library, London. 
McCormick has sectioned this diary into three elements: 

· journal of a voyage to the West Indies.
12 January to 27 June 1830

· journal on full pay. 
9 July to 26 December 1831
This covers the period he served on HMS Beagle while the 
ship was moored at Plymouth

· journal of a voyage to South America.
27 December 1831 to 18 June 1832
This covers the Beagle’s voyage as far as Rio de Janeiro, and 
McCormick’s return to England on HMS Tyne
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The pages are 8vo, 19cm by 12cm, and unbound. They are collected 
in a paper wrapping. On the outside of the wrapping is writt en the 
title, ‘Rough diary of 2nd Voyage to West-Indies 1830 and Voyage to 
Rio-Janeiro & South-America in 1831-2 &c’. On the inside is writt en, 
‘22 R Place’. The wrapping is dated August 1877. 

The diary is writt en in black ink. The handwriting and format is so 
regular as to indicate that this may be a fair copy of the diary writt en 
at sea. The sections are numbered (1), (2) and (3), but this has been 
added in pencil, and the numbering does not match McCormick’s 
hand. The page marked (1) also is marked ‘18870’ in pencil, and this, 
according to the library’s label, is the press mark. 

Editor’s notes on the transcripti on

This appendix transcribes only sections (2) and (3) of the diary. 

Section (2) in the diary lacks page numbering. This has been added 
here, in italicised lowercase Roman numerals set within [ ] brackets. 
The fi rst 10 pages of section (3) are also unnumbered in the original. 
These pages consist of a list of latitudes and longitudes followed 
by a list of birds McCormick shot. Page numbering has been added 
here using lowercase lett ering (a, b, c, ...) set within [ ] brackets. The 
next 36 pages of section (3) were numbered by McCormick, and his 
pagination has been preserved here. The fi nal two pages of this diary 
are blank.

In section (3), pages [a]-[d] record the dates, latitudes, longitudes, 
ship’s course, wind direction, and temperature, for the Beagle voyage 
(27 December 1831 through 18 April 1832). Pages [e]-[f] record these 
for the Tyne ‘on her passage to England’ in 1832. These pages have 
been omitt ed from the transcription presented here.

Editorial notati ons

[ ]  Editor’s intervention
[…?]  Uncertain reading
| End of page
⎯ (Strikethrough) McCormick’s deletion
– (Dash) McCormick’s punctuation 

Spelling, capitalisation and other punctuation follows McCormick’s 
original.
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Secti on (2) of McCormick’s “Rough diary”

[page] [text]

[i] (2) [in pencil]

 Journal on Full Pay

 – 

 Saturday July 9th. 1831. Appointed to H.M. Sloop Beagle. – 
Sunday 10th, dined at the Leicester Dining Rooms, and at 
6 P.M. left Town by the Telegraph Coach for South Town. 
Monday 11th. 11 A.M. arrived in South Town. – Thursday 
14th – 1/2 past 3 P.M. set off  by Telegraph Coach for Town. 
– Friday 15th. 1/4 before 7 A.M. arrived in Town. returned 
to Lodgings at 15 Duke St. Adelphi. – Saturday 16th dined 
at the Leicester Rooms. purchased a Guitar at Barbe’s in the 
[Quadrant?] and sent it to South-Town. – Sunday 17th, 3 
P.M. left Town by the Thames Steamer from Union Stairs – 
Anchored at the Nose for the night. – Monday 18th, passed 
Margate. – Broadstairs – Ramsgate – Deal – Dover – Hastings 
– St. Leonards &c. – Tuesday 19th hove to off  Cowes, and 
passed through the Needles. Wednesday July 20 – arrived in 
Catwater, Plymouth|

 [ii]  between 3. and 4 P.M. took a Boat round to Hamoaze 
on-board the Beagle’s Hulk (Active) found the Offi  cers at 
Dinner, got my baggage on board, and in the Evening – 
went on Shore, and slept at the London-Inn – Thursday 21st. 
Called on Capt. Fitz . Roy at his lodgings, and went with 
him to the Dock Yard. Went on board the Beagle – lying in 
the Camber. – took up my quarters on board the Hulk to 
day, dined, and slept on board for the fi rst time – Friday 
July 22nd, Went on board the Beagle, and dined on board 
the Hulk. – Tuesday 26th, Beagle removed from the Camber 
alongside the Dock Yard. Wednesday 27th. Beagle taken into 
the North Dock –|

 [iii] Sunday July 31st. Att ended – forenoon Service at the Dock 
Yard Chapel. – Thursday Aug. 4th. Went to Plymouth Races, 
and in the Evening to the Plymouth Theatre[,] saw Fanny 
Kimble as Isabella After-Piece – the Scape Goat. – Sunday 
7th. Att ended forenoon Service at the Dock Yard Chapel – 
Sunday 14th – Att ended forenoon Service at the Dock Yard 
Chapel. – Tuesday 16th. Went on board the Shannon Steamer 
to meet Capt. Fitz . Roy on his return from Town. – Monday 
22nd – Had Tea and Cards at the Master’s lodgings in 
Dumford Street Stonehouse. – Thursday 25th gave a dinner 
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to the Captain and party on board the Hulk. – Saturday 
27th Att ended an Invaliding Survey at the Naval Hospital. 
– in the Evening – received a lett er from Capt. Fitz -Roy – 
acquainting me with the Beagles destinations|

 [iv] Sunday Aug. 28th. Att ended Divine Service at the Dock Yard 
Chapel. Thursday Sept. 8th. Saw the Procession in honor 
of the Coronation of their Majestys – from the Dock-Yard – 
Sunday 11th, Att ended Forenoon Service at the Dock-Yard 
Chapel. – Saturday 17th at Noon, saw the Beagle come out 
of Dock. – after gett ing her Masts and Bowsprit in alongside 
the Sheer Hulk, she was warfed alongside the Active Hulk. – 
Ordered a Compass and Thermometer at Cox the Optician’s 
– Went to Plymouth Hospital about the Beagle’s supply of 
Medicines – Sunday 18th, Att ended Forenoon Service at 
the Dock Yard Chapel. Monday 19th, Wrote a lett er to the 
Victualling Board for an Extra supply of Medicines to the 
Beagle. Sunday 25th, Att ended forenoon, and Afternoon 
Service at the Dock Yd. Chapel.|

 [v] Monday Sept. 26th. Wrote a lett er to Capt. Fitz -Roy, with a 
list, suggesting a supply of Materials for preserving Objects 
of Natural History. – Thursday 29th – Accompanied Capt. 
Fitz -Roy to the Naval Hospital on a Survey – visited Dr. 
Armstrong’s Collection of Minerals. – Sunday Oct. 2nd. 
Att ended forenoon Service at the Dock Yard Chapel. (Wet 
day) Friday 7th. Att ended a Survey on Warrant Offi  cers at 
the Commissioner’s Offi  ce, Naval Hospital[.] Sunday 9th. 
Att ended Forenoon & Afternoon Service at the Dock Yard 
Chapel. (wet afternoon.) Thursday 13th – Went to the Naval 
Hospital in the Boat for the Beagle’s Medicines – blew a hard 
Gale of Wind with heavy rain in the Afternoon – Saturday 
15th – Went to a Concert at the Devonport Town-Hall in the 
Evening. –|

 [vi] Sunday 16th. Att ended forenoon and Afternoon Service at the 
Dock-Yard Chapel (P.M. alone) Friday Oct. 21st. Att ended 
a Survey at the Naval Hospital, called on Mr. & Mrs Rae. – 
Sunday 23rd blowing a Gale of Wind with Rain – prevented 
going on shore. Friday 28th. Beagle shifted from the Hulk to 
the Buoy. – Sunday-30th. Att ended forenoon and Afternoon 
Service at the Dock-Yard Chapel. Monday 31st. Att ended a 
Survey at the Naval Hospital. – Tuesday Novr. 1st. Wrote a 
lett er to Professor Jameson. – Wednesday 2nd. Entered my 
Name as a subscriber to the Naval Charitable Society – at 
Lieut. Priest’s. – Sunday 6th – Att ended forenoon Service at 
the Dock Yard Chapel – Wind & Rain – (A – t) Tuesday 8th. 
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Went to Plymouth Fair – Sunday 13th, Att ended forenoon & 
afternoon Service at the Dock Yard|

 [vii] Chapel – Weather fi ne – (A – t) in the Evening Capt. Fitz -Roy 
brought the Fuegians on board. Monday Novr. 14th – saw  
Fuegia Basket at Weakley’s Hotel – Tuesday 15th Capt. Fitz . 
Roy received his Orders for the Beagle’s Voyage round the 
World – to sail between the 30th of Novr. and the 5th of Decr. 
– Thursday 17th 4 P.M. The Lords Commissioners of the 
Admiralty visited the Beagle[,] introduced by Capt. Fitz . Roy 
to Sir Jas. Graham. – Friday 18th. Visited the Museum of the 
Atheneum at Plymouth. – Sunday 20th. Att ended forenoon 
and afternoon Service at the Dock Yard Chapel – (P.M. 
alone) (P-t) Am & P.M) – Tuesday 22nd – Shifted over from 
the Hulk to the Beagle, & slept on board.|

 [viii] Att ended a Survey at the Naval Hospital. – Dined with Dr. 
Armstrong last Evening. Went to the Atheneum and saw 
Harris’s Experiments with the Lightning Conductor for 
Ships. – Wednesday Novr. 23rd – in the Afternoon, Beagle 
went out of harbour, to Barnpool, dined on board for the 
fi rst time – Imogene lying in Barnpool. Thursday 24th. 
Breakfasted on board fi rst time. – Went on shore, – ordered 
Note and Drawing Books at Colman’s, put my name down 
for the next Raffl  e for Annuals – got my Compass from 
Coxes – (s-w M.C [)] Dined on board H.M.S Fly. Saturday 
26th, H.M.S. Imogene sailed for India. – Sunday Novr. 27th – 
Att ended forenoon and afternoon Service at the Dock-Yard 
Chapel (A.M. Rain A-t) P.M. Fine P-t)|

 [ix] Monday Novr. 28th. Capt. Fitz  Roy gave a splendid Dejeuner 
on board the Beagle, and two following days at 2 P.M. – a 
number of Ladies and Gentlemen came off  to see the ship 
– amongst them the Misses I__n – the Beagle was gaily 
dressed in colours. – Tuesday 29th – amongst the visitors 
were the Admiral – Sir Manley Dixon, and Lady Dixon and 
Daughters. – In the Evening went to a party at Usborn’s. – 
Wednesday 30th. – a much larger party on board than on the 
two previous days – amongst the Ladies were Mrs. and the 
two eldest Misses C – and  Brother – & Miss P. – Thursday 
Decr. 1st. – about 5 P.M. the Foudroyant’s Barge with the Fly 
Captain’s Family – came alongside on their way to the shore 
from the Caledonia – Sunday Decr. 4th – Att ended forenoon 
Service at the Dock Yard Chapel. (A-t) – Monday 5th, 
prevented from sailing by Westerly Winds. –|

 [x] Tuesday Decr. 6th – Called at Capt. Kirby’s Somerset Place 
Stoke – in the Evening – att empted to get off  to the Ship 
from Mount. Wise – but it blew so hard the Boat could not 
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steer the Wind & Tide and was obliged to put back. – Slept 
at the London-Inn. – Thursday 8th. Went to Plymouth and 
att ended Col. Smith’s Lecture on Richard 1st. in Palestine – at 
the Atheneum. – Friday 9th Went on shore this forenoon & 
returned on board to dinner – Saturday Dec 10th – 1/2 past 11 
A.M. Weighed from Barnpool with a fresh Breeze from S.W. 
passed close to the Caledonia in the Sound[,] day showery 
– several Kitt iwakes following in the wake of the Ship – at 
night the Wind increased to a fresh Gale, with thick rainy 
weather. (Ran round Drake’s Island to the Sound)|

 [xi] Sunday Decr. 11th. 9 Am. bore up for Plymouth, the Wind 
being right ahead and blowing fresh – the weather thick 
and hazy – concealing the land. – passed close to the 
Eddystone, over the very top of which the sea was breaking 
– about noon once more anchored in Barnpool, (day rainy). 
– Tuesday 13th, Went on shore for the fi rst time since our 
return. – Wednesday 14th went on shore – and to Stoke in 
the Evening – Saturday 17th, Curry and Brooking dined 
on board with me. – went on shore in the Evening – night 
stormy – slept at the London [Inn.] Sunday 18th, att ended 
forenoon and afternoon Service at the Dock Yard Chapel – 
(A.M. P-t) P.M. A-t) came out of Chapel before the Sermon 
commenced. – dined with Brooking, Monday 19th – Dined 
on board the Fly with McArthur – in the [Evening] Went to 
Stoke. – Tuesday 20th. rained all day, prevented going on 
shore.|

 [xii] Wednesday Dec. 21st. About noon unmoored Ship, and as 
soon as a light air sprung up worked round Drake’s Island 
– and about 2 P.M. grounded – towed off  by Caledonia’s 
Boats – day cloudy with light airs from N.W. – Evening fi ne 
and clear saw the Eddystone light. – Thursday 22nd – the 
Wind shifting round to the S.W. compelled us once more 
to bear up for Plymouth – about 4 A.M. and at 8 A.M. the 
Beagle after a second att empt – was again snugly moored in 
Barnpool. – rained all day and blew a stormy Westerly Gale. 
– Friday 23rd – once more landed at Devonport – Sunday 
25th, Christmas-day – att ended forenoon Service at the Dock 
Yard Chapel. [(]P-t) Walked to Stonehouse by the Stoke Road 
– and returned on board to Dinner – before Divine Service 
at the Dock Yard went on board the San Josef – lying in the 
North Dock – Monday 26th – Went on shore in the forenoon 
& again in the Evening – took my parting leave of England & 
returned on board (about midnight.) (Stoke – 11 P.M)|        

[end of Section (2)]
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Secti on (3) of McCormick’s “Rough diary”

[page] [text]

[pages [a]-[f] not transcribed here]

[g] A List of Birds Shot in a Voyage to South America 1832|

 [h] St Jago. Cape Verdes.
  Species. Time Shot. Number.
  Alcedo – undescribed. Wed. Jan 18. – 6
  Fringilla Montana. do – do – – 1
  Alcedo –  Frid. Jan. 20th.    2
  Sylvia –  do – do –    1
  Fringilla Montana do – do –    1
  Corvus Corax Mond. Jan. 23rd.    1
  Fringilla undescribed do – do –   11
  Phaeton Athenius do – do –    3
  Corvus Corax Wed. Jan 25th.    2
  Alcedo – do – do –    2
  Fring. Montana. do – do –   10
  Vultur Perenopterus do – do –    1
  Falco Tinnunculus Mon. Jan. 30th.    2
  Corvus Corax do – do –    1
  Pelicanus Aquilus do – do –    1
  Alcedo – do – do –    1
  Fring. Montana do – do –    1
  Alcedo – Thurs. Feb. 2nd.    4
  Fring. Montana. do – do –    1
  Falco Tinnunculus. Sat. Feb. 4th.    1
  Fring. Montana. do – do –    4
  Alcedo – do – do –    2
  Columba Anas. do – do –    1
  Corvus Corax do – do –    1
    Total    61|

 



52 Steel

[i] Bahia.
  Species. Time shot Number.
  Ani – Sat. Mar. 10th.    1
  Sylvia – do – do –    1
    Total    2

 Abrolhos Islands
  Species. Time shot. Number.
  Pelicanus Aquilus T. Mar. 29th. – 2
  Pelicanus Bassanus do – do – – 2
  Pelicanus Sula do – do – – 1
        5
     68 in all|
 [j] [blank page]|
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Journal of a Voyage to South America

[page] [text]

[page number in ink, in McCormick’s hand] 

1  Journal of a Voyage to South America.

 Tuesday Dec. 27th. 1831. At noon weighed from Barnpoole 
with light airs from the Eastward – passed round Drake’s 
Island – in the Evening – saw the Eddystone light – night 
dark with drizzling rain. – Wednesday 28th. Wind still fair – 
Friday 30th a shoal of Porpoises playing round the Ship – saw 
several Kitt iwakes – Monday Jan. 2nd. 1832. saw a Stormy 
Petrel following in the wake of the ship – Strong breezes and 
squally – at night increased to a moderate Gale. Ship rolled 
heavily and shipped several seas – Tuesday 3rd. Gale abated 
– passed over the spot where|

2 the eight stones are laid down in the chart – without seeing 
any of them – rounded to for the night, which was dark and 
cloudy – several leaks were sprung in my cabin during the 
labouring of the Ship last night. – Wednesday Jan. 4th. – This 
forenoon saw Porto-Santo – and a distant view of Madeira 
– being too far to leeward of the Island to touch there, bore 
up for the Canary Islands – Thursday 5th Am. passed the 
Salvages bearing East on the lee quarter – this Evening – 
presented the most|

3  beautiful sunset since leaving England – the horizon 
in the West was of a light apple-green colour, the sky 
above glowing with a beautiful pink tint – along which 
fl oated a few light clouds, refl ecting the warm tints of the 
surrounding sky – which the New Moon and Evening-Star 
completed the beauty of the scene. Friday Jan. 6th. Between 
7 & 8 Am, saw Teneriff e Bearing West – but the Peak was 
concealed by a hazy horizon – until 10 Am when the summit 
became visible, just above a bank of clouds – in the clear|

4 blue sky – over which fl oated a light stratum of white 
topped clouds – and a few small white clouds also fl oated 
in the zenith in a clear blue sky – Beat up for the Roadstead 
of Santa Cruz – and just after coming to an anchor – the 
health boat came alongside – to inform us that we could not 
communicate with the shore, until we had been 12 days in 
Quarantine – in consequence of the Cholera Morbus – we 
therefore immediately|
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5 got underweigh again (3 P.M.) and shaped our course for 
the Cape Verds – saw several Gulls resembling the Herring 
Gull – only smaller – hovering about the Anchorage at a 
considerable height. Saturday Jan. 7th – Between 7 & 8 A.M. 
had a fi ne view of the Peak, its summit streaked with snow, 
appearing in a clear blue sky – above the intervening land – 
Great Canary Island Bearing S.S.E on the opposite side the 
sea|

6 was smooth and a small fl ock of Gulls were swimming on 
its surface. this afternoon the Peak again appeared through 
a break in the clouds which concealed the intervening land. 
this Evening presented a beautiful Sunset – the sky in the 
West was – fl ushed with a pale green surmounted by a Pink 
tint – a bank of clouds of a dark neutral tint extended along 
the horizon – over which in a clear blue sky – fl oated a few 
clouds shaded with thin green & brown –|

7 After the sun had sunk below the horizon – the Peak again 
appeared – free from clouds, and looking dark as the 
bank of clouds that shaded the horizon – its outline being 
strongly defi ned – Sunday Jan. 8th. A favourable breeze 
having sprung up during the night – to-day the land was no 
longer in sight. – Wednesday 11th – saw a great number of 
Portuguese-men-of-war pass the Ship – Thursday 12th saw 
several Stormy Petrel – Sunday 15th. this morning the Vane at 
the Mast-Head was|

8 covered with a very fi ne brown coloured dust – which 
must have been brought from the African Deserts by the 
Harmatt an Winds. the last three days have been remarkably 
hazy – 11 A.M. the Island of St. Jago appeared in faint 
outline through the haze – a high Mountain forming its 
centre, trending on each side to a low point – saw two or 
three Gulls – Monday Jan. 16th. 11 A.M. saw the land again 
through the haze – and at 3. P.M. anchored off  Porto-Praya –|

9 About 4 P.M. landed at Porto-Praya – and went to the 
Portuguese Governor’s, and American Consul’s – the 
Protector an Outward bound Indiaman was lying in the 
Roads. Wednesday Jan. 18th. Went on shore on a Shooting 
Excursion – shot 6 Kingfi shers – and a Tree sparrow. saw 
two or three Hawks and Vultures – and a few Crows – the 
Vallies are fi lled with groves of a species of Castor Oil 
Plant – at this season stripped of their leaves – and a few 
Convolvulus in blossom[.] the Trees are chiefl y the Wild 
Savannah and Palm – saw the remarkable|
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10 Baobob Tree growing a short distance to the Westward of the 
Town. it was full of fruit, but nearly stripped of its leaves – 
saw a fl ight of Bees – collected together on a bush near the 
roadside. – large fl ocks of goats were feeding on the sides of 
the hills – the whole of the country round Porto-Praya was 
covered with Scoriae and fragments of Basalt – Greenstone 
and other Volcanic Rocks – walked several miles to the 
Northward of the Town. –|

11 Friday Jan. 20th. Went on shore after breakfast, and ascended 
the Baobab Tree, shot off  a beautiful blossom from the 
topmost branch, the only one it contained – ascended 
the Red Mountain to the Westward of the Town, found it 
composed of light vesicular lava covered with a reddish 
brown sand – only two species of plants grew on it – one 
prett y – abundantly spread over it – shot two Kingfi shers, 
a Sparrow and a small Warbler. this Evening – presented a 
beautiful sunset – the sky being tinted with Pink and apple 
green & the clouds olive green & brown. –|

12 Monday Jan. 23rd. Made an Excursion to the Eastwards – 
over the signal station Hill – and descended a ravine deep 
and almost perpendicular on all sides, the sea – breaking on 
the rocks at its entrance covering them with white foam and 
surf over which a number of Tropic Birds (Phaeton Athenius) 
were hovering and screaming alto[g]ether presenting the 
wildest scene imaginable. – Shot eleven Birds of the Finch 
kind out of a fl ock which frequented the plain formed by the 
table land – shot three Tropic Birds in the Ravine and saw a 
wild cat in it. Shot a Raven crow.|

13 Wednesday Jan. 25th. Made another Excursion to the 
Eastward of the Town, saw the Wild Cat again in the Ravine, 
but could not get a shot at it, shot a Vulture in the Ravine 
measuring 5ft. 6 inches from tip to tip of the Wings, and a 
Tropic Bird which fell into the sea and drifted out – also ten 
sparrows from the top of a Tamarind Tree – two crows and 
two Kingfi shers, – saw a Quail between the signal station 
hill & Ravine[,] returned on board after dark in the Evening 
– Saturday 28th, Went on shore to examine the Geological 
structure of the hills &c – ascended a round backed 
mountain N.W of the Town, collected Rocks & Plants.|

14 Sunday Jan. 29th. Divine Service performed on board for 
the fi rst time – went on shore at Quail Island and collected 
shells, dined there in the Tent – Monday Jan. 30th. Went on 
shore early in the morning on a shooting excursion, passed 
through the Town, and struck off  to the Eastward, passed 
over signal station hill to the Ravine[.] shot a Frigate Pelican 
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in it. crossed the Country in a Northerly direction – got some 
Goat’s Milk and Cocoa Nut at a Negro hut by a Palm Grove. 
saw a large Monkey and chased him over a steep mountain, 
but could not get within shot of him|

15 also saw a fl ock of Guinea Fowl followed them to the 
summit of a high and rugged Mountain, over fragments of 
rocks and through thick bushes, but they were so shy and 
wary, it was impossible to get within shot of them. returned 
on board just after dark, entering the Town from the 
Westward. a few drops of rain fell in the morning on starting 
– shot two hawks, a crow – a Kingfi sher, and a Tree sparrow. 
Thursday Feb. 2nd. Breakfasted at the American Merchant’s 
– day cold, overcast, and showery, measured the Baobob 
Tree (36 1/2 feet circumference) shot 4 Kingfi shers & a Tree 
sparrow West of the Town|

16 Saturday Feb. 4th. Went on shore early this morning on 
a shooting Excursion to the Northwards of Porto-Praya, 
proceeded about 10 Miles in that direction as far as a very 
thickly wooded dell near the Town of St. Domingus – 
walked for some distance along a kind of natural Arcade 
formed by the embowering Trees, entwining their upper 
branches together, shaded by thick foliage – gathered 
some small red berries with a black spot on them, from a 
Parisitical plant – common in the West-Indies – shot a Hawk, 
4 Tree sparrows – 2 Kingfi shers, and a Wild Pigeon, out of a 
small fl ock, & a Crow. chased Guinea Fowl.|

17 Monday Feb. 6th. Went on shore this afternoon and took a 
sketch of the Baobob Tree. – Tuesday 7th Took a sketch of 
the Town of Porto-Praya. – Wednesday 8th. Went on shore in 
the forenoon, returned on board about noon, took a sketch 
of the hills at the back of the Town – and about 3 P.M. got 
underweigh[.] Friday 10th. This morning a Packet hove in 
sight, steering the same course as ourselves – spoke her 
about 8 P.M. she proved to be the Lyra with the Mail for Rio 
Janeiro. – Wednesday 15th, after dark, saw the Island of St. 
Paul’s through a night glass – Thursday 16th took a sketch 
of St. Paul’s – the rocks were covered with Birds, chiefl y 
Boobies, and Noddies – two Boats were sent to examine the 
Island – two Sharks were|

18 caught on board, had part of one for dinner, saw several 
Fish leaping out of the water – in the Evening – the Ship was 
hailed by Neptune – being about crossing the Line. – Friday 
17th. the usual ceremony was performed – and we crossed 
the line during the performance of it. Sunday Feb. 19th. Saw 
a sail this Morning. – a Porpoise was caught with a Harpoon. 
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Figure 8.  ‘Crossing the line’ ritual on HMS Beagle 

On 17 February 1832 both McCormick and Darwin recorded in their diaries 
that they crossed the Equator. McCormick, a seasoned sailor, simply 
wrote, ‘the usual ceremony was performed’. Darwin, along with others 
who were crossing the Equator for the fi rst time, was taken by ‘Neptunes 
constables’, blindfolded, shaved and ducked. Source: FitzRoy (1839: 
2,facing 57). Credit: Wellcome Library, London. Image: WI L0014710.
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– between fi ve and six P.M. made the land of Fernando 
Noronha, on the Lee bow. – and anchored about midnight. 
Monday 20th. After Observations and sounding – got 
underweigh about 9 P.M. left a Brazilian corvett e at anchor 
there. –|

19 Wednesday Feb. 22nd, The Birds fl ying about the Roadstead 
of Fernando Noronha, were chiefl y Black & White Terns, 
Boobies – Noddies, and Tropic Birds – last night about the 
end of the fi rst Watch very heavy rain fell, this forenoon saw 
the Island of Fernando Noronha again bearing N.W. & by 
West a ship in sight steering a Northerly course. – Tuesday 
28th – 11 A.M. Anchored at Bahia, H.M. Ships Samarang 
& Pylades, a French Man-of-war Brig (L’Alerte – ) and 
a Brazilian Corvett e were lying there – Dined on board 
Samarang, and in the Evening – went on shore for a walk 
along the upper road passed the Pullin Gardens –|

20 Wednesday Feb. 29th. rained during the greater part of the 
day, passed the Evening – on board the Samarang, during 
which time the rain fell in torrents. – Thursday March 1st. 
Sailed the Pylades for Pernambuco. – Friday 2nd – Went on 
shore in the Evening – took coff ee at the Hotel de l’Univers 
– and went on board Samarang. Saturday 3rd – Dined 
on board Samarang, and went on shore in the Evening. – 
Wednesday 7th Made an Excursion – beyond the lighthouse 
at the Point – returned to the Town by the coast, dined at the 
Hotel de l’Univers – & went on board Samarang.|

21 Thursday March 8th Went on shore, – in the Afternoon Dined 
on board Samarang. – Saturday 10th, Went on shore, shot an 
Anno and another small Bird near the lake a litt le beyond the 
Town. saw the Samarang get underweigh for a cruise – Went 
to the Convent of Solidadas, and purchased some Feather 
Flowers, returned just after dark to the Town, and went 
on board.  Sunday 11th, Samarang arrived from her cruise, 
– went on shore in the Evening – Wednesday 14th – Went 
on board Samarang, and afterwards on shore, visited the 
Picture Gallery. –|

22 Thursday March 15th. got underweigh about noon – 
crossed over the Bar and anchored outside – Friday 16th 
Boats employed sounding the Bank, got under-weigh and 
anchored again, in the Evening – returned to Bahia – and 
came to an anchor again for the night – Sunday 18th – Got 
underweigh again this forenoon, and stood off  and on for 
some time waiting for our boat’s return from the shore – left 
the Samarang – French Brig – and Brazilian Corvett e, at 
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anchor there –  Monday 19th – and Tuesday 20th – Land Hill 
in sight.|

23 Wednesday March 21st. Saw a Portuguese Man-of-War 
– and several Fish resembling Dolphin, playing near the 
surface – a shark caught, – Evening squally with very black 
looking clouds overspreading the sky. – Sunday 25th. Divine 
Service performed. Weather very fi ne and warm, – two 
pair of Mother Cary’s Chickens following in the wake of 
the ship. – Monday 26th – Arrived on the Abrolhos banks – 
and got Soundings. – Tuesday 27th. Employed sounding. 
– Wednesday 28th, Saw two Frigate Pelicans, and several 
Mother Cary’s Chickens following the Ship, in the afternoon 
saw the – Abrolhos Islands –|

24 Thursday March 29th. anchored on the Bank, landed on one 
of the Abrolhos Islands in the forenoon – shot two Frigate 
Pelicans, 2 Gannets – and a Booby, caught a young Tropic 
Bird in the long grass, found several nests of the Gannet 
and Booby on the rocks by the Beach, some containing two 
Eggs and others only one. of a dirty white colour, saw a 
small fl ock of the Sandpiper tribe on the Beach. – some of 
the Frigate Pelicans were perfectly black with a deep scarlet 
pouch in front of the neck, which the bird could distend 
at pleasure, – the Birds were very numerous on one of the 
Islands – with numerous young ones.|

 25 the Abrolhos Islands are thickly covered with grass and 
weeds – but no wort, a species of cactus grew near the Beach 
[,] the convolvulus or common Bind weed was abundant 
and in blossom – saw several Lizards – just after shoving off  
from the shore, the rain fell in torrents, through which we 
had to pull several miles to the Ship. – Friday March 30th – 
Having fi nished the survey of the Abrolhos, we shaped our 
course for Rio Janeiro with a fi ne breeze – a very large Rock 
Cod was caught to day – Monday April 2nd – Strong breezes 
with squally weather, and rain – the day altogether cloudy 
& gloomy – with distant thunder – upwards of 100 Mother 
Cary’s chicken’s following the Ship. –|

 26 Tuesday April 3rd. the land appeared this morning through 
the haze – two vessels standing out of Rio – weather fi ne and 
light Winds, a Merchant ship going into Rio, saw several 
Frigate Birds & a shoal of Porpoises playing round the ship. 
stood off  for the night. – Wednesday 4th. Anchored in the 
harbour of Rio Janeiro – Early in the Afternoon. – the Town 
was in a state of disturbance – found H.M. Ships Warspite, 
Tyne, Lightning, and the Calypso Packet lying there – also a 
French Frigate and Corvett e, & Brazilian Frigate|
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 27 Thursday April 5th – this forenoon landed at Rio Janeiro 
for the fi rst time – Friday 6th. Went on board the Warspite 
this forenoon, and afterwards on shore, passed the Evening 
– on board the Warspite. Saturday 7th – Crossed over to 
Boto-Fogo in a Boat, and walked to Rio by the Gloria and 
Castelli Roads – called at the Admiral’s Offi  ce to enquire of 
the Secretary if there was a chance of an Exchange into the 
Ratt lesnake round the Horn, - but found there was none. 
visited the Chappel and subscription Reading Room at Rio & 
returned on board in the Afternoon bathed from the Island.|

28  Sunday April 8th – Divine Service performed, Went on shore 
and visited the Church and Reading Room – Thursday 
12th, Walked to Boto-Fogo, and the Botanic Garden, dined 
at Earle’s, returned on board in the Evening – Friday  13th 
Went to Boto-Fogo, and returned on board in the Afternoon. 
Sunday 15th. Made an Application to be invalided[.] Tuesday 
17th. Calypso – Packet sailed for England. in the Evening – 
heavy rain and lightning – Saturday 21st. 10 A.M. – att ended 
the invaliding survey on board the Warspite. in the Evening 
– heavy rain fell.|

29  Sunday April 22nd. heavy rain all day, – Monday 23rd. 
Survey on Medicines signed, received invaliding certifi cate. 
– Tuesday 24th – 2 P.M. left the Beagle. landed in a shore 
Boat, and took up my Quarters at Johnstone’s Hotel Rua 
do Ouvidor – walked to Boto Fogo – Wednesday 25th. 
Walked to Boto-Fogo and in the Evening – went on board 
the Tyne – and having reported myself returned on shore 
again – Thursday 26th – In the Evening – crossed over to 
Praia Grande in one of the passage Boats – Friday 27th. This 
forenoon went on board the Tyne. –|

30  Saturday April 28th – purchased a Grey Parrot in the Market-
Place this afternoon – About Midnight went on board 
H.M.S. Tyne to join her for a passage to England – Sunday 
29th. soon after daybreak weighed for England – Divine 
Service performed. – Monday April 30th – this morning saw 
Cape Frio – distant about three leagues – Tuesday May 1st. 
Wind unfavourable, – Dined with Captain Hope – (also 
the Purser). – Thursday 3rd – the Captain dined in the Gun 
Room. Sunday 6th. Divine Service. Wednesday 9th – a sail in 
sight – morning squally with showers – Wind unfavourable|

31  Thursday May 10th – Early this morning saw the Island 
of Trinidad – took a sketch of it – Weather fi ne – Captain 
dined in the Gun Room – in the Evening – Trinidad still 
in sight. – Saturday 12th – Dined with Captain Hope (also 
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2nd Lieut.) – Sunday 13th day squally with rain – Wind 
more favourable. – Sunday 20th. Articles of War read on the 
quarter-Deck – and Divine Service performed – Weather 
very fi ne and warm, with a favourable Wind. – Monday 21st. 
1 A.M. crossed the Line. – Tuesday 22nd. heavy rain fell this 
Evening – Thursday 24th. Captain dined in the Gun-Room. 
–|

32  Saturday April May 26th. Dined with the Captain (and 
Marine Offi  cer) Sunday 27th – Divine Service. – Wednesday 
30th. saw a Dutch Ship ahead, steering Westerly. Thursday 
31st spoke the Wildman whaler from the Mauritius, 
homeward bound. Captain Dined in the Gun-Room. – 
crossed the Tropic this morning. Friday June 1st. North East 
Trade still blowing, and fresh, a great deal of Gulf weed 
passed the ship to-day, weather squally. – Saturday 2nd – a 
sail to leeward, steering the same course as ourselves. – 
Sunday 3rd – Mustered in blue trousers – Divine Service 
performed. – Wind favourable, weather fi ne, but much 
cooler. Monday 4th, Ship’s Company exercised at the Great 
Guns, fi ring at a Mark.|

 33 Friday June 8th, 1832, This morning before breakfast, fell 
in with the wreck of a schooner, water logged and the sea 
washing over her deck, she had only the foremast and 
bowsprit standing, and from her appearance, being covered 
with barnacles, she must have drifting about for some time 
(her name, the Constance of [Cherbour?]) weather very 
thick and hazy, with drizzling rain. – passed the Western 
Islands this Evening but the weather too thick to see them. – 
Saturday 9th, a vessel in sight – strong breezes, thick cloudy 
weather, and very cold[.] Mother Cary’s chickens following 
the ship. – Sunday 10th. Strong breezes and cloudy with 
showers – Divine Service. – Tuesday 12th – strong breezes 
and cloudy, several|

34  sail in sight. passed a Dutch Indiaman. – Wednesday 13th 
– fi ne fair wind and strong breezes, passed a large ship 
outward bound, – Dined with the Captain (& 2nd Lieut) – 
Thursday 14th. Fresh breezes – several sail in sight – three 
Porpoises harpooned – Captain dined in the Gun-Room – 
made soundings in the Evening – in 82 Fathoms. – Friday 
15th. in the morning vessels all round us, in the evening 
a scilly Boat came alongside from which we got Fish and 
vegetables – and learnt that the Reform Bill had passed, and 
that the cholera had reached Ireland and Paris. &c –|
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 35 Saturday June, 16th this morning saw the land – before 
breakfast, and Lizard lighthouses – also a number of vessels 
all round us, a Falmouth Pilot Boat came alongside – and 
took the lett ers on shore, – last night about 10 P.M. the 
Scilly lights were seen from the Mast-head[,] got some 
Newspaper from the Falmouth Boat. – several other boats 
came alongside during the day – saw the Eddistone about 
2 P.M. and about three passed Plymouth – weather cloudy 
with light winds, Evening calm & serene, carried along by 
the tide, vessels all round us. –|

36  Sunday June 17th. This morning the Isle of Wight just 
appeared through the haze – Articles of War read on the 
Quarter Deck, – divine Service performed. – a Dutch Pilot 
Boat alongside. several vessels round us. fi ne calm weather, 
with scarcely enough wind to keep the sails from fl apping 
against the mast, and the sea as smooth as a Lake, in the 
Evening off  the Island – Monday 18th – This morning about 
6 o’clock anchored at Spithead, saluted underweigh, – 
morning cloudy and cold with light winds. – found the 
Transport which sailed a few days before us lying there. 11 
A.M. landed at Point – & went to the Star & Garter[,] in the 
afternoon went on board the Tyne & to Custom house.|

 [followed by two blank pages, unnumbered]
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