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INTRODUCTION: THE VOYAGE THAT CHANGED
SCIENCE FOREVER

In  the  annals  of  scientific  history,  few  journeys  have  proven  as
transformative as the second voyage of HMS Beagle. Carrying a
young naturalist named Charles Darwin, this five-year expedition
around the globe laid the foundation for the theory of evolution
by natural selection. Understanding the Charles Darwin HMS
Beagle voyage timeline is essential for grasping how a single
journey reshaped humanity's understanding of life on Earth. This
article provides a comprehensive, month-by-month look at the
key  dates,  locations,  and  discoveries  that  defined  this
monumental  expedition.

BACKGROUND: SETTING THE STAGE FOR THE BEAGLE
VOYAGE

Before diving into the timeline,  it  is  useful  to understand the
context.  HMS Beagle,  a  90-foot,  ten-gun  Cherokee-class  brig-
sloop, was originally launched in 1820. Captain Robert FitzRoy, a
passionate  and  complex  aristocrat,  commanded  the  vessel.
FitzRoy, deeply interested in natural history and geology, sought
a gentleman naturalist to accompany him on a surveying mission
to chart the coastline of South America. The primary goal was
hydrographic survey work for the British Admiralty.
Initially, the position was offered to a Cambridge academic, but it
was  eventually  filled  by  a  young,  recently  graduated  Charles
Darwin. Darwin was recommended by his mentor, John Stevens
Henslow, a professor of botany. Darwin joined the voyage not as
the  official  ship's  naturalist,  but  as  a  companion  to  the  captain.
This  distinction  is  important  because  it  shaped  his  role  and
responsibilities on board.

Preparation and Departure:
December 1831
The  Beagle  departed  from  Plymouth  Sound,  England,  on
December 27, 1831. This date marks the formal beginning of
the Charles Darwin HMS Beagle voyage timeline. However, the
journey almost never happened. Severe weather and repeated
delays had tested everyone's patience. Darwin, eager to begin,
had already endured several false starts. The departure was a
relief,  but  it  was also  the start  of  a  grueling adventure.  The
Beagle carried a crew of 74 men, along with provisions for years
at sea. Darwin, only 22 years old, brought with him a library of
books,  scientific  instruments,  and  a  deep  curiosity  about  the
natural  world.

THE EARLY ATLANTIC CROSSINGS: 1832

The  first  months  of  the  journey  were  a  period  of  adjustment.
Darwin  suffered  greatly  from  seasickness,  a  condition  that
plagued him for the entire voyage. Despite this, he began making
detailed observations and collecting specimens.

First Landfall: Cape Verde
Islands (January 1832)
In  mid-January  1832,  the  Beagle  stopped  at  the  Cape  Verde
Islands,  off  the  coast  of  West  Africa.  This  was  Darwin's  first
tropical experience. He was immediately struck by the volcanic
geology  and  the  unique  flora  and  fauna.  He  collected  marine
invertebrates and studied the rock formations. This stop was his
first  real  taste  of  fieldwork  outside  of  Europe,  and  it  honed  his
observational skills.

Bahia, Brazil: February
1832
The Beagle arrived in Bahia (modern-day Salvador),  Brazil,  on
February 29, 1832. Darwin was overwhelmed by the lushness
of the tropical rainforest.  He described it  as a "paradise" and
spent days collecting insects, plants, and spiders. This was his
first  encounter  with  the  immense  biodiversity  that  would  later
inform his theories. He also witnessed slavery, which he found
morally repugnant, a stance that put him at odds with some of
his contemporaries.

EXTENSIVE SURVEYS OF SOUTH AMERICA: 1832–1834

The heart of the expedition was the detailed survey of the South
American coastline. The Beagle spent over three years charting
the coasts of Brazil, Uruguay, Argentina, and Patagonia, as well
as Tierra del Fuego and the Falkland Islands.

Rio de Janeiro and the
Interior (April–July 1832)
The Beagle moved south to Rio de Janeiro. Darwin used this time
to travel inland, exploring the tropical forests and mountains. He
collected  butterflies,  beetles,  and  bird  species.  He  also  studied
the local  geology,  noting  the  presence of  granite  and gneiss
formations.  These  overland  excursions  gave  him  a  deeper
understanding of ecological relationships.

Montevideo and the
Argentine Pampas
(July–December 1832)
By July 1832, the Beagle had reached Montevideo, Uruguay. The
ship then began surveying the Rio de la Plata estuary. Darwin
made several trips ashore into the Argentine pampas. Here, he
encountered herds of cattle and horses, as well as the indigenous
Gauchos who inhabited the region. He collected fossilized bones
of  enormous  extinct  mammals—giant  sloths,  armadillos,  and
other megafauna. These fossils were a critical piece of the puzzle
that later led to his ideas about extinction and evolution.

https://old.setefer.com/


2

2 Charles Darwin Hms Beagle Voyage Timeline 2023-10-25

KEY FOSSIL DISCOVERIES AT PUNTA ALTA (SEPTEMBER
1832)
At Punta Alta, near Bahía Blanca, Darwin made one of his most
important  fossil  finds.  He  unearthed  the  skull  of  a  Toxodon,  a
giant, extinct mammal. He also found bones of Megatherium and
Mylodon. The fact that these large animals had vanished from the
continent raised profound questions for Darwin.  Why did they
become extinct? How were they related to living species?

Tierra del Fuego:
1832–1833
In December 1832, the Beagle sailed to the southern tip of South
America, reaching Tierra del Fuego. The landscape was harsh,
with mountains, glaciers, and stormy seas. Darwin was fascinated
and disturbed by the indigenous Yaghan people. He noted their
minimal  clothing  and  survival  skills.  The  Beagle  was  also
returning three Fuegian hostages (including Jemmy Button) who
had been taken on a previous voyage and "civilized" in England.
The cultural  contrasts  Darwin observed here influenced his  later
thinking about human evolution and social development.

The Falkland Islands: March
1833
The Beagle visited the Falkland Islands for a brief survey. Darwin
studied  the  local  geology,  wildlife,  and  the  war  between the
British  and  Argentine  forces  that  had  recently  occurred.  He
collected birds and plants, noting the relative scarcity of species
compared to the mainland.

THE WEST COAST OF SOUTH AMERICA: 1834–1835

After completing the eastern surveys, the Beagle rounded Cape
Horn and headed north along the western coast of  Chile and
Peru.  This  phase  of  the  journey  was  marked  by  dramatic
geological events and rich biological collecting.

The Concepción
Earthquake: February 1835
On February 20, 1835,  while the Beagle was anchored near
Concepción,  Chile,  a  massive  earthquake  struck.  Darwin  felt
intense  tremors  and  witnessed  the  devastation  firsthand.  He
observed that the land had been uplifted by several feet. This
was a pivotal moment for him. He realized that the Earth's crust
was in constant, slow motion—a process he called "elevation."
This observation directly supported Charles Lyell's uniformitarian
geology,  which  Darwin  had  read  during  the  voyage.  The
earthquake convinced Darwin that geological change was gradual
and ongoing.

The Andes Mountains:
March–April 1835
Darwin, along with a guide and some crew members, made a
daring crossing of the Andes Mountains from Santiago, Chile, to
Mendoza, Argentina. He collected rock samples at high altitudes
and  observed  fossilized  seashells  embedded  in  the  mountain

peaks. This was his "smoking gun" proving that the mountains
had risen from the sea. The experience reinforced his belief in the
vastness of geological time.

Galápagos Islands:
September–October 1835
The most famous stop of the voyage was the Galápagos Islands.
The Beagle arrived on September 15, 1835 and stayed for five
weeks, surveying the islands of San Cristóbal, Floreana, Isabela,
and Santiago.  Darwin collected numerous specimens of  birds,
reptiles,  and  plants.  He  noticed  that  the  finches,  tortoises,  and
mockingbirds  on  each  island  were  slightly  different  from  one
another.
It  is crucial to understand that Darwin did not fully grasp the
significance of the Galápagos finches during the voyage itself. He
collected specimens but did not label them by island with perfect
accuracy at the time. The true meaning of  the variation only
became clear later, when experts back in England examined his
collections. However, the Galápagos experience planted the seed
of the idea that species are not fixed but can change over time in
response to different environments.

DEPARTURE FROM SOUTH AMERICA AND THE PACIFIC
CROSSING: 1835–1836

After  the  Galápagos,  the  Beagle  set  off  across  the  vast  Pacific
Ocean,  heading  toward  Tahiti,  New  Zealand,  and  Australia.

Tahiti and New Zealand:
November–December 1835
The Beagle reached Tahiti in November 1835. Darwin admired
the beauty of the island and the hospitality of its people.  He
studied coral reef formations, a topic that interested him greatly.
In New Zealand, he encountered the Maori people and observed
the effects of British colonization. He noted both the positive and
negative aspects of European contact.

Australia: January–March
1836
In January 1836, the Beagle arrived in Sydney, Australia. Darwin
was impressed by the growth of the colony but was also struck by
the  strangeness  of  the  Australian  landscape  and  wildlife.  He
described  the  marsupials—kangaroos  and  wombats—as  being
like  creatures  from  a  different  world.  He  also  visited  the  Blue
Mountains and noted the unique geological formations. The stop
in Australia reinforced his sense that the distribution of life across
the globe was not random but followed patterns that needed
explaining.

THE JOURNEY HOME: 1836

The  final  leg  of  the  journey  took  the  Beagle  across  the  Indian
Ocean,  around  the  Cape  of  Good  Hope,  and  back  to  England.

Keeling Islands: April 1836
A key scientific stop was the Keeling (Cocos) Islands in the Indian
Ocean. Darwin spent several days here studying coral reefs in
detail. He developed a theory of how atolls and barrier reefs are
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formed through the gradual subsidence of volcanic islands. This
work, which later became a book, was a major contribution to
geology.

Cape of Good Hope:
May–June 1836
The Beagle stopped at the Cape of Good Hope in South Africa.
Darwin met with the astronomer Sir John Herschel in Cape Town.
Herschel's discussions on natural philosophy and the possibility of
species change may have influenced Darwin's thinking.

The Final Stretch and
Arrival: October 1836
The Beagle sailed from the Cape to the Azores and then on to
England.  On  October  2,  1836,  the  ship  arrived  back  in
Falmouth, England. The voyage of the Beagle was over. It had
lasted 1,741 days, covering approximately 40,000 miles. Darwin,
now  27  years  old,  had  amassed  an  enormous  collection  of
specimens,  fossils,  and  geological  data.  His  journals  were  filled
with  meticulous  observations.

AFTERMATH AND LEGACY

The Charles Darwin HMS Beagle voyage timeline ends with his

return, but the real work was just beginning. Darwin spent the
next two decades analyzing his collections, corresponding with
experts, and gradually formulating his theory of natural selection.
He published The Voyage of the Beagle in 1839, which became a
bestseller  and  established  his  reputation  as  a  naturalist.
However,  the full  impact  of  the journey did not  emerge until
1859, when On the Origin of Species was published.
The voyage of the Beagle provided Darwin with the empirical
evidence he needed to support his revolutionary ideas. Without
this journey, it is highly unlikely that he would have developed
the theory of natural  selection. The timeline of the voyage is
therefore not just a list of dates and places; it is a roadmap of
scientific discovery.

CONCLUSION: THE ENDURING IMPORTANCE OF THE
BEAGLE VOYAGE

The chronology of the Beagle voyage reveals a pattern of careful
observation,  relentless curiosity,  and intellectual  growth.  From
the fossils of Patagonia to the finches of the Galápagos, each stop
on  the  journey  contributed  a  piece  to  the  grand  puzzle  of
evolution.  Understanding  the  Charles  Darwin  HMS  Beagle
voyage timeline allows us to appreciate the scale and impact of
this extraordinary expedition. It was a journey that did not merely
map coastlines;  it  mapped a  new way of  thinking  about  the
history of life. The Beagle's voyage remains a powerful reminder
of how adventure,  science, and perseverance can change the
world.


