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G1 Reading & Speaking Practice Lesson #16

Story
The Mysterious lliness of Charles Darwin

The scientist who created the theory of evolution by
natural selection, Charles Darwin, was plagued by a
mysterious illness during his later years.

While he was health and athletic as a young man, spending
five years traveling the world and journeying by horseback
extensively through South America, he spent the last 40
years of his life sick and in severe pain.

When he returned to England in 1836, he reported
suffering many persistent health issues ranging from
terrible stomach pains to skin disorders and daily vomiting.

Despite the numerous symptoms, neither Darwin nor his
doctors seemed to be able to diagnose what the underlying
ailment was.

More recently, researchers have begun studying Darwin’s
detailed records of his symptoms and think they can shed
some light on the issue.
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It is now believed that he was nearly symptom-free when
he took measures to restrict his diet and reduce his
workload.

So many suspect that it may have been stress, anxiety and
poor diet that could have caused or aggravated many of
Darwin’s illnesses.

Even an allergy to milk or wheat products could be
responsible for some of his symptomes. It is also possible
that he contracted some terrible disease while traveling in
South America.

If he had been bitten by a particular insect, he could have
contracted Chagas disease which, in its secondary phase,
causes digestive and heart problems similar to Darwin’s
symptoms.

Regardless of the cause, the sickness plagued the later half
of Darwin’s life and finally led to his death at age 73.

Vocabulary

natural selection extensively horseback
disorder vomiting diagnose
ailment -free workload
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aggravated Chagas disease be bitten
secondary phase plague

Questions and sample answers

1. How did Darwin spend the last 40 years of his life?
He spent the last 40 years of his life sick and in severe
pain.

2. When did Darwin first report suffering many persistent
health issues?
He started suffering from them when he returned to
England in 1836 from his 5-year trip around the world.

3. Why are researchers think they can shed some light on
the issue?
They have begun studying Darwin’s detailed records of
his symptomes.

4. What do many researchers suspect may have caused or
aggravated Darwin’s symptoms?
They suspect that it may have been stress, anxiety and
poor diet that could have caused or aggravated many of
Darwin’s illnesses.
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5. What disease do some people believe Darwin may have
contracted and why?

If he had been bitten by a particular insect, he could
have contracted Chagas disease which, in its secondary
phase, causes digestive and heart problems similar to
Darwin’s symptoms.

6. Why do you think Darwin became sick?
| think it is very likely that he contradicted a disease
such as Chagas disease because he did travel to many
places where he may have been exposed to viruses his
body was unused to.

7. What do you think of Darwin’s journey around the
world?
| think it is interesting that he was able to travel to so
many places by horseback and meet so many people
who had never met someone like him before.
| do wonder how he managed to communicate with
people he did not share a language with.

8. If you traveled abroad, would you be worried about
being sick?
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| suppose | would be a little worried, but the Coronavirus
in the past couple years showed just how quickly a
disease can spread all around the world.

| don’t think various people are as isolated as they were
in Darwin’s time so | think there are fewer rare diseases
we could be exposed to.

9. Why do you think so many people are interested in why
Darwin became sick?

Because he was a famous scientist, and he was ill for so
very long though it remains a mystery what illness
plagued him.

Although London was very unsanitary during the 1800s,
if he simply had a common disease like cholera then |
think he would have been diagnosed.

10. What lesson can we learn from this story?
He often overlook the details of the lives of famous
historical figures.
Many people know of Darwin for his work and it is

surprising to find out that he suffered from illness for so
much of his life.
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