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1 Family background
growing up inKent and London

This is a book about an admirable man whose qualities have been over-
shadowed, even distorted, by the reputation of his most famous pupil,
Charles Darwin. Both Henslow and Darwin came from richly-endowed
families whose local wealth and esteem had their roots in the rise of
industrial England and the increasing power of the British Empire. There
are, however, significant di¬erences between the two stories. John
Stevens Henslow was the eldest of a large family of eleven children, born
at the very end of the eighteenth century into a stable, happy home in
Rochester, Kent. Charles Darwin, thirteen years younger, was the fifth
child of Robert Darwin, a rich Shrewsbury physician, whose wife
Susanna was a daughter of Josiah Wedgwood, founder of the famous
Wedgwood chinaware business. The picture we have of Darwin’s child-
hood is of a somewhat withdrawn little boy, apparently of a placid temper-
ament, with little contact with his ailing mother, who died when Charles
was only eight years old, and rather afraid of his large, stern and frugal
father.1 No such complications are present in our account of John
Henslow’s childhood, which seems to have been uniformly smooth and
happy, as we shall see.

The Henslow family probably originated in Devon, but moved to Burhunt,
now Boarhunt, a village in Hampshire north of Portsmouth, in the six-
teenth century. Another branch of the family, which moved to Sussex,
included Philip Henslowe, an Elizabethan theatrical manager who held
o~ces at Court, and left a manuscript diary (1591–1604) which is a rich
storehouse of facts about contemporary productions of Shakespearean
and other plays. The spelling of the surname, with or without a final ‘e’
throughout the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, seems to have
remained uncertain until well into the eighteenth.2 Ralph Henslowe of
Burhunt was granted a coat of arms which was confirmed by his son
Thomas in 1591,3 and another Thomas helped to conceal Charles II in
September 1651. From then on the line can be traced from contemporary
wills, with the name Thomas persisting through the generations until we
reach a Thomas Henslow who married in 1686, and had two sons, the elder
Thomas and the younger John. It was this John Henslow who became a
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master carpenter in the dockyard at Woolwich, marrying Mary David in
1719, and receiving from his father-in-law the family Bible which passed
down in the family.4 The master carpenter had seven children, of whom the
seventh, John (1730–1815) became Sir John Henslow(e), the grandfather of
John Stevens Henslow (Plate 1).

Sir John was Chief Surveyor to the Navy, a post he held jointly or solely for
23 years from 1784 to 1806. He was responsible for the design of 156 naval
vessels in a period when British sea power was increasingly asserting itself.
A clever draughtsman whose talent developed during his apprenticeship at
the age of 15 to Sir Thomas Slade in the naval dockyard, Sir John carved out
his career as naval architect, with promotion to Master Boat Builder at
Woolwich in 1762, then to posts in Chatham and Portsmouth naval dock-
yards, leading to his appointment as Assistant Surveyor of the Navy in 1771.
After the death of his first wife, Frances Hooper, niece of Sir Thomas Slade,
in 1764, he married Ann Prentis, daughter of Edward and Damaris Prentis
of Maidstone in 1766. Ann had been christened in 1739 in Maidstone
Presbyterian Church, which can be taken as evidence that her parents were
Presbyterians. Ann bore him two daughters before their first son, John
Prentis, was born in 1770. Sir John was knighted in 1793, widowed in 1803,
and retired in 1806 to Sittingbourne in Kent, where he died in 1815. His
name is perpetuated in the Solomon Islands where there is to this day a
Cape Henslow on Guadalcanal. We should not, however, assume from this
that he ever undertook extensive sea voyages: it was the tradition in the
Navy to name significant geographical features after eminent naval men,
whether or not they were present on the occasion of the first charting of
‘unknown’ seas.5

An obituary declares Sir John to have been ‘scrupulously just, active, per-
severing . . . a good husband and father and warm and constant friend’.6

Since John Stevens Henslow was born in 1796, and therefore was his eldest
grandchild, it seems certain that as a child and a youth he would have
known his eminent grandfather, and more than likely that he would have
been influenced by him. It has not, however, been possible to trace any
direct evidence of such a relationship, and we can only speculate; but we
might note that Jenyns himself (Henslow’s brother-in-law and author of
theMemoir, 1862) felt that some of Sir John’s ‘ingenuity & skill in design-
ing’ had obviously passed to the grandson, in ‘whom they were equally
conspicuous’.7

John Prentis Henslow, after what must have been a very comfortable
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childhood shared with his two elder sisters, Ann and Frances, and his
younger brother, Edward, was early launched into a career as a solicitor in
Enfield ‘in consequence of the death of his Principal by a fall from his
horse’.8 He was soon, however, beguiled by an attractive o¬er to enter into
partnership with his uncle Walter Prentis, a wine-merchant in Rochester.
There he was fortunate in meeting Frances, the eldest daughter of a rich
brewer, Thomas Stevens, and married her in 1795 when she was just 20.
His father-in-law took him into partnership in the brewery business, and
John and Frances set up their home in Rochester, where their eldest child,
John Stevens, was duly born on 6 February 1796.9

There seems to be little doubt that this, their firstborn child, was
especially dear to his parents. We learn that he was ‘a beautiful boy, with
brown curling hair, a fine straight nose, brilliant complexion, soft eyes,
and a smile that reached everybody’s heart’.10 A regular succession of
brothers and sisters followed him, in the way of Georgian and Victorian
families, until 1814 when the youngest child, baptised Alexina Frederica,
was born and lived for only three months. In all, John Stevens was the
eldest of eleven children, three of whom died in infancy; he outlived all his
four brothers, but four sisters outlived him, Louisa (Kirkpatrick) living
until 1903.

It was obviously a relatively prosperous and happy childhood, and both
physically and mentally the eldest child was apparently specially favoured.
Jenyns paints a picture from which we can learn something of the early
influences from each parent:

He may have inherited some part of his taste for natural history from his

mother, an accomplished woman, who, though she never studied it as a

science, was . . . a great admirer as well as a collector of natural and artificial

curiosities. His father, too, was extremely fond of birds and other animals,

as well as of his garden. At one period of his life his father had an extensive

aviary, comprising a great variety of species, some of which are not often

seen in cages in private houses. His library also contained a good many

books on Natural History. This was quite enough to create an interest for

such things in the child, while the taste thus excited was, as might be sup-

posed, duly encouraged by his parents.11

Since both his parents indulged in various aspects of collecting natural
objects, it is not surprising that their bright, active little son should follow
in their footsteps. Jenyns tells us that:
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The passion for collecting was first exemplified by his bringing home the

di¬erent natural objects he met with on his walks. In one instance, while

yet a child in a frock, he dragged all the way home from a field a consider-

able distance o¬ a large fungus, which when exhibited to the family was

said to be almost as big as himself. This fungus being dried was hung up in

the hall of his father’s house, and often pointed out to strangers as an indi-

cation of the future botanist.12

Young John’s schooling began when he was seven, first at a small private
school in Rochester kept by Mr and Mrs Dillon who were French émigrés,
and then at Rochester Free School, at which Mr Hawkins was headmaster.
When he was nine years old, in March 1805, he was sent as a boarder to a
school in Camberwell run by the Revd W. Jephson, where he remained until
the time for entering on his University career.

The Camberwell schooling had a profound influence on the development
of young Henslow’s already keen interest in natural history. By a fortunate
chance, the drawing-master at Jephson’s school was George Samuel, who
was a keen entomologist. Finding that his pupil was enthusiastic, Samuel
encouraged the collection and study of insects. As Jenyns puts it: ‘Young
Henslow was often seen running about an orchard adjoining the school
with his green gauze butterfly net; and occasionally the drawing-master
and he went out to longer distances insect-hunting together.’ Samuel also
taught his young pupil the art of ‘setting’ and mounting the captured but-
terflies and other insects, and these collections were proudly displayed to
his sister Charlotte and doting parents when he came home for the holi-
days.13 It seems very likely that it was through Samuel that he was intro-
duced to two established naturalists in London who greatly influenced his
further development. The first of these was William Elford Leach, six years
his senior, who was already a widely-respected zoologist and was
appointed Assistant Keeper at the British Museum in 1813 when he was 23.
The other was James Francis Stephens, a celebrated amateur entomologist
reputed to have the best collection of British insects in the country.

We can let Jenyns tell us of the happy influence these two eminent natural-
ists had on their young friend:

Naturalists of this stamp and standing were not likely to let the young col-

lector’s zeal evaporate. They at once fixed him down to the pursuits, which

had been hitherto taken up as a mere boyish amusement, but which were

henceforth to be made regular studies. The woods of Kent were now well
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searched for insects, while the Medway was explored for shells. He was

always active and busy. He had, indeed, before this, shown a desire to

become acquainted with the inhabitants of the water as well as the inhabi-

tants of the air. His father was in the habit of making yearly picnic excur-

sions with his family up the Medway, and the boy was delighted with the

opportunity thus a¬orded him of fishing for all he could get, while the

family were enjoying themselves in a very di¬erent way. He has been heard

to say that these were the happiest days of his life, though he generally got

well scolded by his parents for spoiling his clothes. The fruits of his indus-

try, however, now acquired more value from his superior knowledge of the

science. Among the acquisitions made to his collections were many inter-

esting and little-known species, – crustacea and shells from the Medway

and the adjoining salt-marsches, – lepidoptera, of which few specimens

previously existed in cabinets. Some of these being shown and given to his

patrons Dr. Leach and Mr. Stephens, the habitats were recorded by those

gentlemen on the authority of the captor, and the specimens found a place

in their respective drawers in the British Museum.14

Another talent developed early by Henslow was the ability to draw. No
doubt in the Henslow household in Rochester drawing and painting were
encouraged, though perhaps more amongst his sisters as a lady-like
accomplishment; but we have evidence that he was already enjoying exer-
cising his skill in drawing when a schoolboy (Plate 2). We shall see how
important this skill became in the development of his botanical teaching
career and indeed in the wider sphere of teaching science in primary
schools.

In 1810, Henslow was awarded as a school prize a book which greatly fired
his enthusiasm to become an explorer-zoologist in the African continent.
This wasTravels in Africa, by Levaillant, a traveller’s tale of the marvellous
wild animals of that ‘Dark Continent’ which, as the nineteenth century pro-
ceeded, yielded up its secret interior to European colonisation. Apparently,
in his desire to become an African explorer and zoologist, the young
Henslow was strongly backed by William Leach himself, and other friends
who saw how talented and enthusiastic the boy was, but his parents were
utterly opposed to such a dangerously outlandish profession. Jenyns tells
us that

his mother had many anxious moments, from the pertinacious way in

which he clung to the idea of going out. He himself, too, often came home
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depressed and out of spirits. And even long after he had given in to the

wishes of his relations, he still continued to think much upon the subject,

read with the greatest interest many other African travels that were pub-

lished from time to time, and the volumes, procured to gratify the taste,

continued to occupy a place on the shelves of his library to the day of his

death.15

In these ways the future career of the young Henslow was shaped. In spite
of parental refusal to countenance any career in African exploration for
their beloved eldest child, it was a generally fortunate set of circumstances
and influences that prepared the schoolboy for further education and aca-
demic success in Cambridge. He duly arrived to begin his undergraduate
studies at St John’s College in October 1814, in his eighteenth year.
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2 The youngHenslow atCambridge

Henslow entered St John’s College in October 1814. The reasons why St
John’s was chosen are not immediately clear: neither his father nor grand-
father had preceded him there, nor is there any other obvious family link.
The likeliest reason is that William Jephson, Headmaster of Wilson’s
Grammar School, Camberwell, where Henslow was a boarder from 1805
to 1814, recommended St John’s to his bright, hardworking young pupil
because he himself had been educated there from 1792 to 1796. Moreover,
William’s father, Thomas, from whom he had taken over the position of
Headmaster of the school, had himself also been educated there. By an odd
coincidence, another Jephson, Thomas, who was the younger brother of
William and a Fellow of St John’s during Henslow’s time there, re-appears
in our story as a contender for the Chair of Mineralogy.

That St John’s was a good choice for an intelligent and enthusiastic
student seems, however, to be quite evident from Henslow’s academic
progress in his undergraduate years. In several ways, the College had
advantages. It was large and relatively wealthy, second only to Trinity in size
and endowments – indeed by the end of the eighteenth century Trinity and
St John’s between them accounted for half of all Cambridge undergradu-
ates1 – and it was therefore able to employ tutors and assistant tutors to
ensure that the students were taught properly, so that they were regularly
placed in the competitive Senate House examinations. As Garland, refer-
ring to the first decades of the nineteenth century, explains:

At St John’s & Trinity . . . there were large numbers of excellent students

and capable fellows. The diversity of talents among the senior members

made flexible, specialised teaching arrangements possible. Their huge

endowments meant that the colleges could a¬ord to improve their educa-

tional arrangements, paying tutors and fellows enough to guarantee their

presence within college walls. A history of success in the University degree

competition gave Trinity and St John’s a sense of confidence, so that they

felt able to experiment with their teaching methods without fear of destroy-

ing their reputations for excellence.2
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Indeed, in one respect St John’s was a pioneer in the field of University
reform. As early as 1765, the College had instituted a regular system of
twice-yearly public examinations, on the basis of which the progress of all
its undergraduates could be assessed and College prizes awarded – a prac-
tice eventually followed by Trinity (though not until 1790) and, later, other
colleges.3

Henslow had rooms in First Court,4 and made such good progress in his
first year that his name heads the list of freshmen prize-winners in the year
1815. These prizes are stated to be awarded to ‘those who are in the first
class at two general examinations, one about the 16th of December, the
other about the 6th of June’, so that we can safely assume that Henslow’s
first year as ‘Pensioner’ at St John’s was academically in the first class. His
progress in the second year was equally meritorious, and he was awarded a
scholarship for his diligence; and in his third and final year, his name
appears second on the list of seven prizemen from among the ‘Senior
Sophs.’ (final-year undergraduates) awarded in June 1817.5

Jenyns, in his biography, comments on the academic ability of the young
Johnian as follows:

Though devoted to Natural History, he did not allow himself to be drawn

away from mathematical studies, which at that day were the prevailing

studies of the place (especially at the college to which he joined himself ), to

the exclusion of many subjects which now [1862] form part of the academi-

cal course. His powers of reasoning & clear faculties well suited him for

studies which necessitated much application of the mind and close

thought. Nor do mathematics, which are needed for the successful cultiva-

tion of some of the sciences in which he took interest, appear to have been

at all distasteful to him.6

A feature of Cambridge education in Henslow’s undergraduate days was
the rise in popularity and importance of the various lecture courses given
by some of the science Professors. Although none of these courses pro-
vided material on which the Senate House examinations were based, they
were available and relatively inexpensive and, at least in St John’s and
Trinity, students with an interest in the natural sciences were not dis-
couraged from attending such courses. Henslow, in fact, seems to have
benefited a good deal from two sets of lectures, those of Cumming,
Professor of Chemistry, and Clarke, Professor of Mineralogy.
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