Darwin's Early ‘Informal’ Education (?)

It has often been repeated that, as a young boy, Charles was not a good student or that he was lazy. However, it is apparent that he had a natural inclination towards science and showed an enthusiastic willingness to devote time and effort to it at an early age. In his autobiography he recalls a situation when he was only eight years old and a student at Rev. Case's School that suggests this orientation.

 “At 8 1/2 years old I went to Mr. Case's School.  I remember how very much I was afraid of meeting the dogs in Barker Street, and how at school I could not get up my courage to fight. I was very timid by nature. I remember I took great delight at school in fishing for newts in the quarry pool. I had thus young formed a strong taste for collecting, chiefly seals, franks, etc., but also pebbles and minerals …”.   More Letters of Charles Darwin, Volume 1
“The passion for collecting which leads a man to be a systematic naturalist, a virtuoso, or a miser, was very strong in me, and was clearly innate, as none of my sisters or brother ever had this taste.”  [Autobiography of Charles Darwin, p.1]
When he was nine years old he was enrolled in Dr. Butler's Shrewsbury school where he was required to take, what is referred to as ‘the classics’ -- ancient history and Greek, which he found rather uninteresting and consequently received poor grades. On the other had he enjoy reading Shakespeare’s historical plays and poems by Byron, Scott, Thomson and the Odes of Horace. Nevertheless, his main interest was in the natural sciences, which was encouraged only informally outside the class room. On vacations with his family in North Wales he would collect insects, sea shells, minerals and geological specimens with enthusiasm. 

When he was just 13 years old his brother Erasmus had set up a small Chemistry lab in the Garden Shed which was in the kitchen garden some distance from the main house in the side yard (Fig 2). Charles recalled this experience with his brother in the following quote in his autobiography.

 “Towards the close of my school life, my brother worked hard at chemistry, and made a fair laboratory with proper apparatus in the tool-house in the garden, and I was allowed to aid him as a servant in most of his experiments. He made all the gases and many compounds, and I read with great care several books on chemistry, such as Henry and Parkes' 'Chemical Catechism.' The subject interested me greatly, and we often used to go on working till rather late at night. This was the best part of my education at school, for it showed me practically the meaning of experimental science. The fact that we worked at chemistry somehow got known at school, and as it was an unprecedented fact, I was nicknamed "Gas." I was also once publicly rebuked by the head-master, Dr. Butler, for thus wasting my time on such useless subjects; and he called me very unjustly a "poco curante," and as I did not understand what he meant, it seemed to me a fearful reproach.”  
Autobiography of Charles Darwin, p. 4.
[A “poco curante” is one who cares about small things, while being indifferent to important things].
While it is true that Charles did not perform well at Reverend Butler's school and his grades were not remarkable, perhaps we should realize from his own words about his experience at the school that 'he understood his own mind when it came to determining what he was best suited to do with his life' and was rather mature for his age. In fact, throughout his life he seemed to have an uncanny idea about what his contribution would be in spite of what others said about his academic performance. Consider how he took advantage of the many opportunities to advance his interest in science throughout his life when he had an opportunity to learn informally from others (see below).  Charles made a number of friends among the faculty at both Edinburgh and Cambridge, from whom he learned a great deal. On walks along the Firth of Forth with Professor Grant he ---------
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