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A Visit to Down House by Claire Bellanti

Charles Darwin formulated his concepts of evolution and natural selection in a Victorian home south of London, where he lived a gentleman scholar’s life with his wife and children from 1842 until his death in 1882. On a recent trip to England to walk in the footsteps of Jane Austen, I also visited Down House. As with Jane Austen’s cottage in Chawton, I was very aware of the creative mind which was nurtured and protected within the buildings and grounds.  
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Down House                                                          Bay windows facing the garden
You might ask “Why Charles Darwin in a publication about Jane Austen?”  Could there be two more different characters in 19th century Britain?  Perhaps they have more in common than we realize at first glance.  When JASNA-SW celebrates the 100th anniversary of the publication of Sense and Sensibility next spring, we will learn much more about the connections between Jane Austen and Charles Darwin from Professor Peter Graham.  Dr. Graham will be the keynote speaker of our celebration, and will tell us about “Sibling Rivalry in Sense and Sensibility and Charles Darwin.”    Be sure to put the dates of the JASNA Super-Regional Meeting, May 14-15, 2011, in your calendar now.  You won’t want to miss the provocative and enlightening talks about Sense and Sensibility and especially, Dr. Graham’s thesis on Darwin and Austen.

Down House is located near the village of Downe, nearly 15 miles southeast of London.  While staying in London after a walking tour of Jane Austen country, my husband, Bob, and I decided to take the trip to Down House one morning.   Earlier this year we had seen the beautiful movie, Creation (starring Paul Bettany and Jennifer Connely), which was filmed partly at Down House.  In addition, we spent 8 days in the Galapagos Islands several years ago and were steeped in The Voyage of the Beagle, Darwin’s observations of his nearly five-year voyage around the world.  To get to Down House, we took a 15 minute train ride from Victoria Station to Bromley South.  Right outside the train station, we picked up a bus that took us to “central” Downe and stopped right in front of the church.  The tiny village has a miniature round-about, a tree in the middle of the crossroads with a bench surrounding the tree for waiting bus patrons.  From Downe we walked about ten minutes up Luxted Road to the house itself.   
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Claire                                                                          Bob

Darwin and his wife Emma moved into the house in 1842, while Emma was expecting their third child.  Due to Darwin’s ill-health, they were looking for a restful country house, away from London, but close enough to provide ready access to the London community of important scientists of the day (e.g., Joseph Hooker, Asa Gray, Thomas Henry Huxley and Charles Lyell).   Emma and Charles eventually had ten children, two of whom died in infancy and Annie, who died at ten years old, causing great anguish for her parents.  

The original house was built in the 1730’s and modernized once in the late 18th century, but Charles Darwin was constantly remodeling it to suit his growing family and research requirements.  Wings were added and spaces were enlarged, three story bay windows were devised and a new kitchen designed.  Over the forty years Darwin lived there, the house grew substantially and the grounds were drastically changed.   Today, the lower floor of the house has been restored by English Heritage to resemble the house as it would have looked when Darwin lived there based on photographs from the 1870’s.  Many original furnishings and artifacts have been returned to the house by his descendents.  As you walk through the house, you can hear and see a room by room commentary with a hand-held multi-media guide which adds immeasurably to the visit.  The hallway closet is a jumble of toys and sports equipment, just as a big family would have left it.  In the drawing room, the portraits and Emma’s grand piano are reminders of Victorian life.  The most moving room in the house is Darwin’s study, with his books, his hat, catalogue drawers, wheeled armchair, and the hipbath behind a screen evoking the brilliant man of ill-health who worked out one of earth’s greatest mysteries.  The upstairs rooms are devoted to exhibits and timelines, such as artifacts of the Darwin children, a display (with a ghost and creaking boards!) of Darwin’s cabin on the Beagle, and children’s activities.                                                                                          
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                                                             Emma’s sundial

It is in the gardens that I sensed clearly that Darwin’s research was a part of his everyday life.  Unlike scientists today, he literally lived with every experiment.  Darwin had greenhouses constructed so he could carry out his botanical experiments comfortably; the greenhouses remain and are filled with orchids and carnivorous plants – some of his favorite species for experimentation.  There is a field entirely devoted to growing grassland fungi (and is still a working experiment).  A weed patch demonstrates natural selection in plants.  One of the most interesting elements of the garden is the “worm stone,” a large, flat stone, which was placed by Darwin’s son Horace to demonstrate how worms are responsible for aerating and restoring soil as the displaced earth gradually sinks the stone (the stone remains as originally positioned, only sinking deeper into the ground with each passing year).   Darwin’s “Sandpath” or thinking path has been restored.  Emma was responsible for the Victorian flower gardens near the house, and her sundial has been restored to its former position.   

When I visit the cottage at Chawton, I am reminded that Jane Austen was a human being, not just a famous name from the past.  Visiting Down House, too, is an experience that helps to humanize this great thinker.  Charles Darwin loved both family and science.  As you walk through the house and grounds, he loses the mystique of a historical figure; you cannot help but become aware of his humanity.   I hope you will join us on May 14, 2011 to learn more about the links between Austen and Darwin. 
JASNA Southwest  is an official region of The Jane Austen Society of North America and includes Los Angeles, Orange, Riverside and Ventura Counties.   The membership year runs from January 1 to December 31. Dues are $15, and may be sent to Carla Washburn, Membership Chairperson; P.O. Box 612; Tujunga, CA  91043. If your mailing label indicates 2011, thank you for renewing your membership! If it indicates 2010, we have not yet received your renewal for the upcoming year. Please join us and share the joy of Jane Austen’s legacy with fellow Janeites throughout Southern California.
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 JASNA SOUTHWEST

GALA  SUPER~REGIONAL 
SPRING MEETING      

   MAY 14 – 15, 2011
  The Daughters of Colonel            
   Thomas Carteret Hardy             honoring Sense and Sensibility on the occasion of 
    by Sir Thos. Lawrence               200th  anniversary of its publication, the first of Jane
Austen’s novels to hit the bookstores and circulating
libraries of the day!  The headliners for this two-day event, to take place at the
Huntington  Library and the Westin Pasadena Hotel, include several JASNA favorites:

PETER GRAHAM, Professor at Virginia Tech and author of Jane Austen and Charles Darwin: Naturalists and Novelists, describes these two near-contemporaries as “superficially conventional people who remained, at heart, uncompromisingly determined to keep faith with their respective vocations.”   Peter will explore how sibling relations in Sense and Sensibility tallies with the Darwinian theory of sibling differentiation.

ALICE VILLASEÑOR, current Director of Public Humanities Initiatives for USC’s Joint Education Project and visiting fellow at the Chawton House Library and RUTH BLANDÓN, Assistant Professor of English at East Los Angeles College, will highlight the feminist issues in Kandukodain Kandukondain, a little known Bollywood adaptation of Sense and Sensibility.

Huntington Library Curator MARY ROBERTSON will prepare us to enjoy a special exhibition, “Revisiting the Regency: England, 1811-1820” which will be on display at the time of our visit.
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JOAN KLINGLE RAY, Professor at the University of Colorado at Colorado Springs, former JASNA President, and author of Jane Austen for Dummies, will engage both your sense and sensibilities when she discusses  “Jane Austen’s Most Problematic Novel”  at the Sunday breakfast meeting at the Westin Hotel.

 Dancing at a Saturday night Assembly Ball,  Mela Hoyt-Heydon’s Regency Headpiece workshop, and shopping at our own recreation of Bath’s Milsom Street are among the many  elegant entertainments which we’re preparing for your enjoyment!   
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DONOR REQUESTS:  Of course, mounting exciting meetings such as these is expensive. You can help by becoming  a JASNA Southwest Patron. Your gift will place you in the best company during out upcoming Spring Event:  

Colonel and Mrs. Brandon’s Party      $200 or more   
The  Reverand Edward and  Elinor Ferrar’s  Acquaintance        
                             $100 ~ $199
Sir John Middleton’s Club       $50 ~ $99

Mrs. Dashwood’s Circle
          $25 ~ $49
JASNA is qualified as a tax-exempt organization under                                                                  section 501(c)(3) of the Internal Revenue Code.  Please                                                                   note that contributions to JASNA’s Regions are deductible for federal income tax purposes and will be acknowledged in our printed programs.    Checks may be sent to Treasurer Jody Gunn; 685 W. Grand View Avenue; Sierra Madre, CA 91024. THANK YOU!

Jane Bites Back by Michael Thomas Ford 
Reviewed by Sheila F.T. Sandapen 

Jane Austen has  been brought back in many incarnations in recent years and her popularity shows no sign of waning. It is fitting then that in Michael Thomas Ford’s novel Jane Bites Back, it turns out Miss Austen never left us and is in fact still kicking around  -- as a vampire. This Jane living under the pseudonym of Jane Fairfax was “made” around her 40th birthday and shortly after faked her death. Forced to move every twenty years because she shows no signs of aging, which in the pre-Botox era was highly suspect, Jane now lives in upstate New York where she owns a bookstore.

 Jane the vampire is not a creature of the night that inspires terror. She can and often does eats food (although has no true appetite for it), goes out in daylight and contemplates getting a boyfriend.  When she does feed on human blood she doesn’t drink to kill and her victims are only mildly inconvenienced. Jane the bookstore owner is more of a force to be reckoned with as she is perpetually a) annoyed by the fact she can no longer collect royalties on her books which continue to be bestsellers b) frustrated she can’t get a publisher interested in her manuscript Constance – and slightly worried that she no longer has what it takes as a writer c) irritated by how her books are often misconstrued. This oft times crabby Jane denies responsibility for creating the most romantic hero of all time in the person of Mr. Darcy. Jane flatly states she wasn’t trying to create the ideal man, but simply writing a novel about women having choices. She is slightly contemptuous of the publishing machine that rakes in cash by producing puppets, cookbooks, workout books and romances in her name. 

While I confess I am not a fan of most of the Jane Austen related sequels, prequels and re-imaginings, Michael Thomas Ford strikes the right chord. He is not trying to emulate Austen’s style or rewrite her novels. His portrayal of Austen as a woman who has lived for centuries and has learned to constantly reinvent herself an is consequently bemused by the hoopla that surrounds her work and historic self, is a tongue-in-cheek commentary on the times we live in. If
