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Darwin wrote many letters home whilst on the Beagle Voyage. Read some of 
them here and then write a letter to Darwin about your own discovery.

What do I do?
1) In pairs read one of the letters that Darwin wrote about his collecting 
whilst on the Beagle voyage and answer the questions on the accompanying 
sheet.

2) Write a letter following the instructions at the bottom of the question 
sheet. You can use the blank letter template or just plain paper.

Darwin the Collector 
Activity 2: Write a letter home
www.darwinproject.ac.uk/learning/7-11/darwin-the-collector

Suggested preparation
Presentation: A voyage around the garden: Charles Darwin the Collector

Ask the expert film: Collecting and conserving Darwin’s plants
Christine Bartram from Cambridge University’s Herbarium discusses Darwin’s plant collections from 
the Beagle voyage.

How long will activity take? 
 • 40 mins

What do I need?
 • Darwin letter extracts and questions
 • Blank letter template or plain paper
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Cam
bridge

15 Jany 1832
M

y dear D
arw

in,

...Your account of the Tropical forest is delightful, I can't help envying you—
  

M
ost of the plants are very desirable to m

e. Avoid sending scraps. M
ake the 

specim
ens as perfect as you can, root, �ow

ers &
 leaves &

 you can't do 
w

rong. In large ferns &
 leaves fold them

 back upon them
selves on one side 

of the specim
en &

 they w
ill get into a proper sized paper...

} 
this side is folded back at the edges

...For goodness sake w
hat is N

o. 223 it looks like the rem
ains of an electric 

explosion, a m
ere m

ass of soot—
som

ething very curious I daresay – W
d. it 

not be a good precautionary m
easure to transm

it to England a copy of your 
m

em
o- randa, w

ith your next packet?... 
Every individual specim

en once arrived here becom
es an object of great 

interest, &
 tho’ you w

ere to send hom
e 10 tim

es as m
uch as you do, yet 

w
hen you arrive you w

ill often think &
 w

ish how
 you m

ight &
 had have sent 

hom
e 100 tim

es as m
uch!…

M
ost a�ectly. &

 sincerely yrs. 

J S H
enslow

D
arw

in Correspondence Project/Cam
bridge U

niversity Library (CC BY-N
D

 2.0)
Im

age of J. S. H
enslow

 courtesy of the N
ational Library of M

edicine

Q
uestions

1. W
hich parts of the plant does H

enslow
 ask D

arw
in to 

include and w
hat condition should they be in? W

hy?

________________________________________________ 

2. W
hat does H

enslow
 say N

o. 223 looks like?

________________________________________________

3. W
hy do you think H

enslow
 w

ants D
arw

in to send a copy 
of his m

em
oranda (list of item

s) w
ith his parcels?

________________________________________________

________________________________________________

________________________________________________

4. Im
agine you are a Victorian explorer on a voyage and 

have m
ade an im

portant discovery. U
sing the blank letter 

tem
plate, w

rite a letter to Charles D
arw

in, describing the 
rare plant specim

en that you have found. Tell him
 w

hy it 
is interesting and how

 you w
ill package it to m

ake sure it 
arrives safely.
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E. Falkland Isd.
M

arch—
 1834

M
y dear H

enslow
,

I am
 quite astonished that such m

iserable fragm
ents of the M

egatherium
 

should have been w
orth all the trouble M

r Clift has bestow
ed on them

. I 
have been alarm

ed by the expression 'cleaning all the bones', as I am
 

afraid the printed num
bers w

ill be lost: the reason I am
 so anxious they 

should not be, is that a part w
ere found in gravel w

ith recent shells, but 
others in a very di�erent bed.

I am
 very glad the plants give you any pleasure; I do assure you I w

as so 
asham

ed of them
, I had a great m

ind to throw
 them

 aw
ay; but if they give 

you any pleasure I am
 indeed bound, &

 w
ill pledge m

yself to collect 
w

henever w
e are in parts not often visited by Ships &

 Collectors.—
 W

ith 
them

 there are as m
any seeds, as I could �nd (you had better plant all ye 

rubbish w
hich I send, for som

e of the seeds w
ere very sm

all).—
 

There is no opportunity of sending a Cargo: I only send this, w
ith the 

seeds, som
e of w

hich I hope m
ay grow

, &
 show

 the nature of the plants 
far better than m

y H
erbarium

…

Farew
ell m

y dear H
enslow

—
believe m

e your m
ost obliged &

 a�ectionate 
friend. 

Charles D
arw

in.—

D
arw

in Correspondence Project/Cam
bridge U

niversity Library (CC BY-N
D

 2.0)
Im

age of J. S. H
enslow

 courtesy of the N
ational Library of M

edicine

Q
uestions

1. W
hy is D

arw
in w

orried that the M
egatherium

 (giant 
ground sloth) bones are all being cleaned?

________________________________________________ 

2. W
hat does D

arw
in think of the plants that he has 

collected and w
hat does he suggest H

enslow
 should do 

w
ith all the seeds?

________________________________________________

________________________________________________

3. W
hy m

ight grow
ing seeds be better than m

aking a 
herbarium

 specim
en?

________________________________________________

________________________________________________

4. Im
agine you are a Victorian explorer on a voyage and 

have m
ade an im

portant discovery. U
sing the blank letter 

tem
plate, w

rite a letter to Charles D
arw

in, describing the 
rare plant specim

en that you have found. Tell him
 w

hy it 
is interesting and how

 you w
ill package it to m

ake sure it 
arrives safely.
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