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London 

Francis Galton was born on 16th February 1822 (the same year as Mendel). His mother 
Violetta (1783-1874) was the daughter of Dr. Erasmus Darwin (1731-1802), a medical 
practitioner in Derby who had scientific interests, particularly in plants, and produced 
various mechanical inventions. He was also grandfather to Charles Darwin. Galton's 
father, Samuel Tertius Galton (1783-1844), was a Birmingham banker but possessed a 
number of scientific instruments. His father (Francis Galton's grandfather), Samuel 
Galton (1735-1832), also had scientific interests, including colour vision, and was elected 
a Fellow of the Royal Society. 

Francis Galton became a medical student in Birmingham in 1838, subsequently 
attending King's College London, Cambridge and St. George's Hospital. However, he 
gave up his medical studies in 1844 afterthe death of his father [5,17]. Later he travelled in 
Egypt and South Africa about which he wrote various articles and books, including "The 
Art of Travel" (1855) [6] of which a total of eight editions were published. His scientific 
work from these expeditions won him his first medal, the gold medal of the Royal Geo­
graphical Society awarded in 1853. Subsequently he wrote further on scientific matters, 
mainly concerning geography, travel and meteorology. He worked on stereoscopic maps 
and problems associated with wind currents and sailing ships and introduced the word 
"'anticyclone". He was elected a Fellow of the Royal Society in 1856 and later to the 
Council of the Royal Geographical Society, becoming Secretary of the British Association 
for the Advancement of Science in 1863 [4,19]. 

His interest in heredity seems to have begun about this time. The "Origin of Species" 
by his cousin Charles Darwin was published in 1859 [3]. This is said to have had a pro­
found effect on Galton, leading to the loss of his religious faith. In 1865, he wrote a 
paper on "Hereditary Talent and Character" [7] and later expanded this into a book, 

* Adapted from a leaflet prepared for the Galton exhibition held in University College London to 
coincide with the Fourth International Congress on Twin Studies. 
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"Hereditary Genius" (1869) [8]. These were both based on studies of families of distin­
guished persons, and he developed the theory that intellectual talent is inherited. These 
ideas were further put forward in "English Men of Science" (1874) [9]. In this book, he 
published detailed replies to a seven-page questionnaire which he sent to various members 
of the Royal Society, including Charles Darwin. 

It was whilst working on these replies and writing this book that he began to be 
interested in twins. He had read a paper on "Studies Regarding Twins" by Professor 
Spaeth from Vienna (1860) [21,22], and also a monograph, "Die Lehre von den Zwillin-
gen" (The Theory of Twins), by Ludwig Kleinwachter from Prague (1871) [18], which 
reviewed various aspects of the biology of twinning. Galton was at the time looking for 
some method for "weighing in just scales the respective effects of nature and nurture in 
framing disposition and intellectual ability". He suggested that twins might be used in 
scientific research into attempting to distinguish between the effects of "tendencies 
received at birth and of those that were imposed by the circumstances of their afterlives: 
in other words, between the effects of nature and nurture" [13]. He sent a questionnaire 
(Fig. 1) to twins and relatives of twins known to him. These people were also asked to 
supply the names of other twins. He had replies from 80 sets of twins "of close similar­
ity", details of which he published in 1875 in Fraser's Magazine [10] (Figs 2a and b), 
and this was then reprinted in the Journal of the Anthropological Institute of Great 
Britain and Ireland [13]. 

Of the 80 sets, 35 gave "many instructive details", particularly with regard to physi­
cal appearance, and 9 showed similar susceptibility to illness. A greater proportion were 
alike in taste, disposition, and association of their ideas. Of 20 sets considered unlike 
because of contrasts in physical appearance or disposition, "there was not a single case in 
which it was considered that originally dissimilar characters became assimilated through 
identity of nurture". This was the first attempt to use twins to solve what was subse­
quently to become the nature/nurture controversy. 

It is of interest that Galton was unaware that placentation is not an infallible method 
of determining zygosity [11-13]. At that time (1875), it was thought that monochorionic 
placentation implied (as it still does) monozygosity, but that dichorionic placentation 
always meant dizygosity. Although the discrepancy between the calculated proportions 
of DZ/MZ twins (from relative numbers of pairs of like and unlike sex) and the observed 
proportions of dichorionic/monochorionic placentae was beginning to be noted, proof of 
this had to wait many years for the discovery of bloodgroups [20,24]. He did not find 
any evidence of freemartinism in humans, as he found "many instances" in which twins 
both of the same and of unlike sex had had children. He thought, however, that by 
comparison with general family data, twins were less fertile [11,23], He continued to be 
interested in twins, as indicated for example by his book "Inquiries into Human Faculty" 
(1883) [14] and his work on the fingerprints of twins [16]. 

His other interests varied widely. These included studies on physical appearance, 
using photography and anthropometry, particularly measurement of height. These investi­
gations led to various mathematical studies and he introduced the concept of a coefficient 
of correlation. Much of this work was summarised by him in "Natural Inheritance", 
published in 1889 [15]. He maintained an interest in behaviour and the influence of 
heredity on mental characteristics. The term "eugenics" was coined by him to describe 
his ideas for improving the human race [1,2,4,19]. 

In the later years of his life, he gained many awards and medals and was knighted in 
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1909. He died on 17th January 1911. In his will, he bequeathed £ 45,000 to University 
College London to found the Galton Laboratory and Chair of Eugenics, later (1963) 
renamed the Chair of Human Genetics. His books and manuscripts were left to University 
College London and are kept in the Manuscripts Room of the Library there. 

Acknowledgements. I am grateful to Professor E.B. Robson and Mrs. June Rathbone for advice and 
assistance in preparation of this paper, and also to the Librarians of University College London and the 
University of London for permission to reproduce the illustrations used in Fig. 1, 2a (U.C.L.), and 
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