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ABSTRACT

Charles Darwin did not recant his work on evolutionary biology
on his deathbed. Rather, it is an apocryphal story, with some basis
in fact, which became distorted with retelling over time, as well as
utilized by polemicists and proselytizers to discredit Darwin.
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Sin fe en la esperanza: Darwin, Lady Hope y la
evolucion de una mentira estadounidense

RESUMEN

Charles Darwin no se retracté de su trabajo sobre biologia evo-
lutiva en su lecho de muerte. Mas bien, es una historia apdcrifa,
con alguna base de hecho, que se distorsiond con el tiempo y fue
utilizada por polemistas y proselitistas para desacreditar a Darwin.

Palabras clave: Charles Darwin, Lady Hope, evolucién, lecho de
muerte, evangélicos, declaracién jurada, convertido, mito, biolo-
gia, entrevista
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ontrary to popular

Charles Darwin did not

vent” evolution or the theory of
evolution. Darwin did not claim that
human beings evolved from monkeys.
These and other claims, also better un-
derstood as miscomprehensions of the
central elements of evolutionary biolo-
gy, have been conventionally promul-
gated by religious fundamentalists at-
tempting to undermine the validity of
scientific facts. In an effort to enforce
the power of Abrahamic creation theol-
ogy/mythology, attacks on Darwin (and
his works) have been the focal point of
their evangelistic strategy. One lasting
claim is that Darwin recanted his scien-
tific work and converted to Christianity
on his deathbed. Apparently, none of
those promulgaters repeating this tale
can even cite their respective sources,
nor can those who claim this story has
no factual merit name the origin of the
source of this tale.

For the purposes of this critique,
a major fundamentalist claim about the
elderly and dying Darwin will be exam-
ined based on what probably occurred.
There is no reliable evidence and or
testimony to substantiate Charles Dar-
win renounced the validity of his work
on his deathbed and/or converted to
Christianity. So where does this story
come from and why? About a centu-
ry ago American evangelicals exploit-
ed the false story that Charles Darwin
recanted his scientific work to Lady
Elizabeth Hope in order to discredit
the teaching of evolution. Born Eliza-
beth Reid Cotton in Longford, Tasma-
nia, Lady Hope (1842-1922) married
into the nobility in her first union with
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Admiral Sir James Hope, and after his
death, to a Thomas Anthony Denny. Af-
ter years of dedication to work in tem-
perance and evangelism, she came to
America in 1913 and began spreading
her story of her alleged encounter with
Charles Darwin.! It is unknown what
the original motivation was for her to
spread this story, but at the least, she
could use her fame associated with her
account of Darwin as a platform to con-
tinue her work. Later on, others would
exploit her story for their own nefarious
purposes.

Although not the first account
about Darwin, Lady Hope’s account
was the one that has left a popular be-
lief amongst the evangelical culture to
this day. Nor were stories of deathbed
conversions or revelations original to
Darwin, as they seem to have generated
around anyone of celebrity-like status
in which said stories would serve the
proselytizing purposes of the evangel-
icals.? For instance, there are deathbed
conversion stories about Charles II,
Washington, Oscar Wilde, and even
John Wayne.

It is not a coincidence that Lady
Hope’s personal financial situation was
pretty dismal at the time her account of
her interview with Darwin gains mass
attention. She had a reputation for being
a spendthrift, and she had gained no-
toriety in 1911 and 1912 for her bank-
ruptcy proceedings, apparently blowing
through all the money left to her from
both her deceased husbands. Hope also
had become estranged from her step-
sons, in part because she still went pub-
licly by the noble name and title from
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her first husband. Hope then relocated
to the East Coast United States, in the
hopes of starting over’ 1915 would
be the pinnacle year for her, as this is
where her place in history truly inter-
sected with Darwin’s, and the legacy
passed down to evangelicals today.

Darwin and Lady Hope may
have met. Furthermore, Darwin prob-
ably praised her efforts on temperance,
as she was the leading crusader of the
movement, and the Darwins, support-
ers of her social work.* However, sup-
porting the “quality of life” work done
by missionaries is not the same as sup-
porting their theological doctrines. A
biased and subjective mind can easily
conflate the two overlapping elements
of acts and beliefs.

Lady Hope and her story first
came to public attention on August 4,
1915, at the Northfield Seminary girl’s
prep school in East Northfield, Massa-
chusetts. Lady Hope was a guest speak-
er along with Professor A.T. Robertson
(of Southern Baptist Theological Sem-
inary in Louisville, Kentucky). On the
previous day, Robertson had given an
exegesis on the New Testament Epistle
to the Hebrews which he developed into
an admonition on Darwinism. In pri-
vate the next day, Lady Hope confided
in Robertson, and others there, includ-
ing an editor from the Baptist Watch-
man-Examiner, her account of how she
personally knew Darwin and Darwin’s
personal affection for the Epistle to the
Hebrews.

He [Darwin in 1881] was almost
bedridden for some months be-
fore he died ... I made some
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allusion to the strong opinions
expressed by many persons on
the history of the Creation, its
grandeur, and then their treat-
ment of the earlier chapters of
the Book of Genesis. [Darwin]
seemed greatly distressed, his
fingers twitched nervously, and
a look of agony came over his
face as he said: “I was a young
man with uninformed ideas. I
threw out queries, suggestions,
wondering all the time over ev-
erything; and to my astonish-
ment, the ideas took like wildfire.
People made a religion of them
... I have a summerhouse in the
garden, which holds about thirty
people ... I want you very much
to speak there ...”

“What shall I speak about?” I
asked.

“CHRIST JESUS!”>

There are several elements here
that, at face value, may have a hint of
fact in them. Simultaneously, the claims
made by subsequent promulgators
of this tale do not hold up against the
original transcription. First and fore-
most, Darwin is not dying or on his
“deathbed,” as Darwin died in 1882 and
this interview allegedly took place the
previous year. Secondly, Darwin does
not make any statements that he was
converting or recently had converted.
Thirdly, there is no clear statement that
he renounced anything, specifically his
theory of natural selection. Yet a closer
look at the wording reveals euphemisms
for conversion and renouncement.
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“Distressed” appears to be another way
of saying Darwin regretted proposing
his theory and therefore undermining
the literal account of creation in Gen-
esis. Then the reference to Darwins
confession to being “young” and “un-
informed” are also intended to have
Darwin demoralize his own confidence
in his work. The last part of the story,
where Darwin solicits Lady Hope to
preach about “Christ Jesus” is substitut-
ed for him actually verbally accepting
the literal authority of scripture, as well
as accepting the evangelical orthodoxy.
Darwin does not outright convert or re-
nounce, but he does allegedly say this in
a more passive-aggressive language.

This, however, is just the first
version of the story Lady Hope appar-
ently gave that caught the attention it
did. The story was repeated in multiple
Christian publications up until the late
1920s, as well as the subject of the “Los
Angeles Affidavit,” which was also the
product of religious leaders to whom
Lady Hope told the story. The affidavit
was not just an anomaly that the fun-
damentalists wanted to document—
they were hoping to utilize it in their
crusade against the public teaching of
evolution.® Their social warrior was
none other than three-time failed Pres-
idential candidate William Jennings
Bryan (1860-1925). Bryan was already
on the offensive against public educa-
tors.” In order to gain Bryan’s attention,
the story was transcribed into an affi-
davit in order to vouch for its factual
accuracy by Annette Parkinson Smith,
dated June 7, 1922. Smith’s letter to
Bryan (excerpt below) has some inter-
esting deviations and embellishments
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from the Hope account as given in the
Watchman-Examiner:

“Oh”! [Darwin] replied “those
theories of evolution! Oh, I put
out those theories when I was a
young man, searching, search-
ing for knowledge, and they
made a religion of them! Oh! if
I could only undo them”! and
Dr. Darwin appeared much ag-
itated as he said these words,
evidently thinking that his hy-
pothesis had done great harm.
He expressed himself similar-
ly on another occasion so that
Lady Hope was quite convinced
he repudiated them ... but Mrs.
[Emma] Darwin, and her sons,
knowing that the fame of the
family rested upon said evolu-
tionary theories,-and, probably,
as one remarked to me recently;-
the income from the sale of those
books-did not care to welcome a
visitor who brought a gospel mes-
sage, and Mrs. D[arwin] showed
some little (polite) displeasure
when present in the room, and
the gospel meeting was never
held in the summer house.?

One of the cosigners of the affi-
davit accompanying Smith’s letter was
Professor Melville Dozier (1846-1936),
formerly an administrator of the col-
lege which would become UCLA and a
former assistant superintendent of Los
Angeles public schools. Dozier’s name
as the chief signatory was meant to give
some intellectual credence to the claim.
Smith even cites Dozier’s credentials in
the letter as a “scholar and a scientist.
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Charles Darwin (1809-1882), circa 1854, Wikimedia Commons. Darwin was born on the
same day in history as Abraham Lincoln. Darwin’s contributions to the sciences, namely
evolutionary biology, would become synonymous with his name.
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Emma Darwin (1808-1896), portrait painting by George Richmond, Wikimedia Com-
mons. Emma was actually a first cousin to Charles. The Darwins would have ten children
together. Emma was present at Darwin’s deathbed, unlike Lady Hope.
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Furthermore, she closes the letter with
“Every effort is needed to counteract
teaching of unBiblical theories in L.A.
schools, High Schools, University &
c”1% There are several problems with
the story attested to in the affidavit. The
story now has Lady Hope meeting with
Darwin several times, not just once.
This time the story has Darwin clearly
mentioning evolution by the term “evo-
lution” Additionally, Emma Darwin
was not included as being present in the
original account as given to the Watch-
man-Examiner. These are all significant
elements that cannot be reconciled sim-
ply as Hope remembered more perti-
nent details as time went along. Wheth-
er the details got lost or “improved”
with transmission cannot be known
with certainty. Yet the closing remarks
are telling in that it was obvious Smith
and her group sought to exploit this sto-
ry and pass it along to a man of Bryan’s
notoriety and celebrity influence. In ad-
dition, it was a desperate inclusion of
Prof. Dozier as a cosigner in the letter,
seeing as how he was not attesting to
being present when Darwin supposedly
had this conversation with Lady Hope.

In response to Smith’s letter, Bry-
an stated he was familiar with Lady
Hope’s account, but that it (as articulat-
ed in the letter to him) was insufficient
to refute the evidence documented in
his works. Furthermore, he wrote “The
question is not whether Darwin at the
last moment came back to Christian-
ity—as Christians we believe we can
believe this possible—but unless he spe-
cifically repudiated his views as to the
origin of man...” (my emphasis)."! At
first glance, this looks as though Bryan
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outright rejected the story as beneficial
to his cause. However, the wording in
his reply seems to be a subtle implica-
tion that those attesting to in the affi-
davit should improve their memory of
Lady Hope’s account, and then revise
their statements so that the account
sounded more convincing. The rea-
son this seems likely on Bryans mind
and explained in his response is that
Smith has Lady Hope claiming Darwin
wished he could “undo” his theories of
evolution. Furthermore, Smith goes on
to claim that Lady Hope was “quite con-
vinced he [Darwin] repudiated them
[evolution].”* In physical terms, Bryan
saw the potential of the story, but cur-
rently, there was nothing kinetic and,
therefore, not utilitarian. Bryan was an
intellectual and an attorney-at-law and
he would have known that this hearsay,
especially so long after Darwin’s death,
was of no value in a court of law. Then
again, Bryan was also fighting in the
court of public opinion, where the rules
of evidence are quite different.

Next, we come to an actual pro-
tessor of college biology at John Fletch-
er College in Iowa, Dr. S.J. Bole. In
1940, Bole published The Battlefield of
Faith and in it, the account Lady Hope
gave him of her meeting with Darwin.
Bole mentioned that his undergraduate
professors all accepted evolution as fac-
tual allegedly ignoring evidence against
it, which he does not cite or list. Bole
goes on to comment that when he was
teaching at Wheaton College, he was
emotionally moved by an evangelist
who shared his “born again” experience
after his religious convictions were de-
stroyed by his higher learning."
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This version of the Hope story
is the longest and most nuanced of all
previous versions. According to Lady
Hope, she had to flee England of reli-
gious persecution at the hands of the
Darwin family and their partisans.
Hope claimed that she did not remem-
ber what years she met with Darwin, but
this time, Darwin strongly regrets his
theories conflicting with the Creation
story in Genesis. Bole concludes the
chapter on Lady Hope claiming there
are other scientific men who believe in
evolution, but that: “There were and are
others equally scholarly that did not and
do not believe in evolution ... I often
ask my students at the end of a semester’
study ... to carefully give the evidence
in favor of evolution. With few or no ex-
ceptions, they find it difficult ... every
such course shows that nature and life
on every hand speak of a Creator and
a world of order”'* The sum and sub-
stance of this version are very similar
to the version as printed in the Watch-
man-Examiner. The emphasis this time
seems to rely on Darwin’s regret (or re-
cantation). Bole claims there are other
scholars who did not accept evolution
but never mentions a single one. The
claim by Hope that she was being per-
secuted is suspect: were these her words
or Bole’s? This sounds more like Bole is
reflecting on his position now amongst
men of science, or, in other words, the
removal of the divine from the life sci-
ences and classrooms is persecution
against fundamentalist Christianity.
And what better story to sell than one
of a noble English lady being persecuted
for her beliefs, as well as her encounter
with the recanting Charles Darwin!

Since context is everything in
history, the context of the Darwin fam-
ily in Victorian times is paramount to
this discussion. Darwin died a com-
mitted agnostic, but his beliefs were
a source of tension between him and
his wife, Emma. Emma Darwin was
a devout Anglo-Unitarian. Darwin’s
writings and personal reflections were
edited to remove some of his more
controversial comments on religion."”

The Descent of Man (Vol.1), 1871, is the vol-
ume in which Darwin presents his “long ar-
gument” for human evolution. Wikimedia
Commons. Darwin’s earlier work, On the
Origin of Species, did not deal with human
evolution, or “transmutation,” as it was then
referred to. Darwin was correct is postulating
that homo sapiens first appeared in Africa.
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Darwin, The Formation of the Vegetable Mould through the Action of Worms,
1881. One of the Druid stones at Stonehenge. Darwin was trying to demon-
strate how earthworms affect their environment. Wikimedia Commons. This
book was published the year before Darwin died and contains more evidence

refuting Lady Hope's claim.

One such example exemplifies this in
his autobiography: “I can indeed hardly
see how anyone ought to wish Christi-
anity to be true; for if so the plain lan-
guage of the text [the Gospels] seems
to show that the men who do not be-
lieve, and this would include my Fa-
ther, Brother, and almost all my best
friends, will be everlastingly punished.
And this is a damnable doctrine™® As
the autobiography editor, Nora Bar-
low states, these words were left out of
the Life and Letters of Charles Darwin
which was first published within the
decade after his death which included
annotations by Emma Darwin."” Those
present at Darwin’s death were Emma,
daughters Henrietta (Litchfield) and
Bessy, and son Francis."® Henrietta
was later quoted in the newspaper, The
Christian, specifically refuting Hope's
story as reported and promulgated in
the United States.”” Later, the publica-
tion of Darwin’s thoughts on religion
were disputed within the family, and,
via a compromise, the more polemical
statements were omitted and or edit-
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ed.” Yet in none of these intra-familial
arguments was there a discussion or
argument over a deathbed confession/
recantation. The sum and substance of
the dispute center on Darwin’s lack of
faith in the orthodox beliefs, personal
statements which his family viewed to
be contrary to his Darwin’s contempo-
raries within Victorian England. There
is no mention of a conversion, a con-
fession, or a recantation of his scientific
accomplishments. If Darwin did find
a newfound faith or a major change in
his religious beliefs, the perfect place to
add this would have been as an anno-
tation in the autobiography, especially
given the close proximity to his death
when it was published and it would
have still been fresh on the family’s (i.e.,
Emma’s) memory.

Since words and opinions at-
tributed to Darwin were and are still
used against him, we should also look
at words we know he wrote, and right
at the time of the alleged time of his in-
terview with Lady Hope. In Darwin’s fi-
nal treatise on earthworms, he states the
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Charles Darwin, Tree of Life diagram, Wikimedia Commons. This well-
illustration adorns artwork and can be seen on even tee shirts today.

Voyage of the HMS Beagle 1831 - 1836. Wikimedia Commons augmented
with additional dates by the editor. Charles Darwin’s voyage aboard the Beagle
lasted about five years. The publication of his book Voyage of the Beagle, which
chronicled his voyage, brought him widespread acclaim and influenced his
later published theories on evolution by natural selection.”
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following: “... but long before he [man]
existed the land was in fact regularly
ploughed, and still continues to be thus
ploughed by earth-worms.”*! This clos-
ing statement shows Darwin did not
accept the fundamentalist/literal claim
of six days of creation as worms were
here long before man, not “created” at
the same time or on the same day, and
that the worms shaped the land, not an
all-powerful omniscient deity.?

Let us return to Lady Hope her-
self. Having worn out her welcome in
her own country, she found a more
welcoming, albeit gullible audience in
America.” It is doubtful that Lady Hope
had the clairvoyance to see where her
story may go and be further exploited
a century later. More likely, she tailored
the story in the hopes of showing her in-
fluence on such a famous (or infamous)
man like Charles Darwin would propel
her to a second proselytizing career in
America. Lady Hope did not intend
to interfere or undermine the public
teaching of evolution. Big things tend to
have little beginnings. Lady Hope’s sto-
ry was either invented or embellished
for her own self-importance. A story
where the infamous Charles Darwin
simply applauded her temperance work
would have no audience; a story where
a repentant “devil’s chaplain” confessed
to her would have a mass appeal. From
a social-psychological standpoint, Lady
Hope needed to belong to something
or some group. And what better way
to gain acceptance to a group than by
telling that group a story you know they
would accept uncritically? The idiom
“never let the truth ruin a good story”
comes to mind.
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In the end, this demonstrates the
importance of comparing reliable pri-
mary sources (e.g., Charles and Emma
Darwin), and not relying on an un-
substantiated claim by an individual of
dubious background. Lady Hope was
fading into obscurity at the time she
initially told her story in Massachusetts.
Lady Hope was penniless and was look-
ing to curry favor with new followers
and supporters. In early twentieth-cen-
tury American style, her claim went
viral in fundamentalist Christian cul-
ture and different groups attempted to
capitalize on it to discredit the teaching
of evolutionary biology. The story even
reached one of the most notable public
personalities of his day, William Jen-
nings Bryan, and that was prior to him
being personally contacted by the be-
holders of the “Los Angeles Affidavit”
Bryan probably saw the potential in the
account, but nothing immediately use-
tul to his crusade. It was not enough for
the father to disown the child- all evi-
dence of the child had to be impeached.

It was probably not Lady Hope’s
intention to attack the teaching of evo-
lution, but her followers obviously ap-
propriated the story for their own dis-
reputable purposes. Since important
details in the story change with differ-
ent audiences, the accounts got tailored
accordingly by those transmitting them
in ways they deemed necessary. The
specifics and overt references to evolu-
tion also get altered with each retelling.
The Darwin family claiming they were
present at Darwin’s death doesn't totally
destroy the fable as Hope's story doesn’t
claim their interview was his deathbed.
Darwin’s own words do contradict the
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recanting element implied/stated in
the story, specifically in his monograph
on earthworms and his autobiogra-
phy. Henrietta’s opinion that the story
gained a threshold in America is spot
on, even if her claim that she was with

what Hope actually says. None of the
writings by Darwin, whether in his au-
tobiography, with familial annotations,
or in his last scientific publication show
a man changing his long-held views on
the orthodox Anglican religion.

Darwin at his death is irrelevant given
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