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‘T am unable to perceive that the idea of the
evolution of one species from another and all
from an initial form of life, adds any new

perplexity to theism”
from Natural Science and Relygion




Asa Gray, described as “Darwin’s Dove” and the “Godfather” of Darwinism,

is one of the few scientists that was able to effectively communicate Darwin’s

theory of Evolution to the public without inspiring fear or antagonism. Asa Gray
was born in 1810 in Sauquot, which is in upstate New York. Gray received a
doctor of medicine degree at the age of 21, but his attention was held by Botany.
He began collecting plants for John Torrey, his mentor. John Torrey was an
eminent botanist who had published A Flora of North America and was soon
joined by Asa Gray in the subsequent publications of A Flora of North America
between the years 1838-1842. Gray continued to work with Torrey for thirty
years and together they collected and developed impressive herbaria.

In 1838 Gray was appointed as a professor of Botany at the University of
Michigan followed by an appointment at Harvard University in 1842 where he
remained until his retirement in 1873. On his retirement, Gray traveled extensively in
North America and Europe and worked to produce his major treatise on North American
Flora.

Asa Gray is perhaps, more importantly, remembered as a prominent figure in the development of
evolutionary thought in America. It all began in 1851 when Asa Gray and his wife Jane Loring Gray visited
the Kew Gardens in England. They happened to meet Charles Darwin there and Jane Gray remembered him
as a live, agreeable person. A few years later in 1855, Darwin used this brief meeting with Gray to initiate a
correspondence. In his first letter to Gray, Darwin referred to Torrey and Gray’s book and requested
botanical evidence for “variation” a vitally important aspect of Darwin’s developing theory of evolution.
The correspondence between Darwin and Gray would last until 1881 just before Darwin’s death during
which time they exchanged some 200 letters. One such letter was held as proof that Darwin had already
developed his theory of evolution before Alfred Russell Wallace who reached the same conclusions as
Darwin in 1858. In a letter dated September 5, 1857, Darwin familiarized Gray with his major discovery
regarding the origin of species through natural selection, which he had developing for more than 20 years.

Gray’s role in Darwin’s theory became even more prominent following the publication of Darwin’s book
titled Origin of Species by means of Natural Selection in 1859 when he reviewed the book in the American
Journal of Science. Without openly defending Darwin’s theory in any way, Gray assembled a vast array of
facts in such a reasonable way that it would have been difficult not to be objective about the theory.
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If Gray had chosen to defend Darwin’s theory, it would have been sure to produce fear and rejection from
many readers. Thus began Asa Gray’s journey as Darwin’s defender who carefully balanced natural science
and theology in his attempt to communicate the theory of evolution to the American public.

Darwiniana; Essays and Reviews Pertaining to Darwinism

One of the most important essays that Gray wrote on the subject of evolution and theology was titled,
Natural Selection not inconsistent with Natural Theology and appeared in the Atlantic Monthly in 1860. This
essay reveals Gray’s patience, gentle tolerance, and unflinching determination to communicate Darwin’s theory
without ruffling feathers. Darwin himself was particularly taken up by Gray’s essay that he wrote in his letter
to Gray in September 1860: “You will be weary of my praise, but it [the essay] does strike me as quite
admirably argued and so well and pleasantly written. I said in a former letter that you were a lawyer, but I
made a gross mistake. I am sure that you are poet. No, by Jove, I will tell what you are, a hybrid, a complex
cross of a lawyer, poet, naturalist, and theologian!”
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The Asa Gray House is a historic house located at 88 Garden Street,
Cambridge, Massachusetts. It is a National Historic Landmark. The
house was designed in 1810 by the architect Ithiel Town. It housed the
ornithologist Thomas Nuttall who, incidentally, helped Asa Gray and John
Torrey in their work on the Flora of North America. Asa Gray lived in
| this house during his time in Harvard and also beyond his retirement.
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