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After the publication of Origin in 1859, Charles Darwin’s life changed forever. He successfully transitioned to a professional scientist and influential evolutionist. His next work was an effort to support his theory of natural selection. Darwin found himself inspired by orchids and decided to study them in hopes of explaining their diverse adaptations to different environments. On the Various Contrivances by Which British and Foreign Orchids are Fertilised by Insects and on the Good Effects of Intercrossing was published three years after Origin. By this time, most people had taken a stance either with or against Darwin. One of his most cherished supporters was Asa Gray, while one of his most threatening enemies was Richard Owen. On July 23rd, 1862, Charles Darwin wrote a letter to Asa Gray that discussed a few key topics. Darwin mentioned Gray´s positive involvement, Owen´s attempts to diminish Origin, and the effect of the orchid book on natural selection. Ultimately, Darwin thrived by producing irrefutable facts about orchids and applying them to natural selection.

Darwin started working on orchids after realizing how pleasing the plant was and how beneficial they could be to his cause.1 He had been so involved in evolutionary controversy and correspondence with friends that a return to the natural world was a great relief for him. Orchids was first published in May 1862, after a year of intensive study of the flower.2 The short book explored the anatomy of orchids and the reproductive differences between varieties. Darwin hoped to support the proposition made in the Origin that any design in nature was due to blind processes. During this time, Darwin was very involved in the topic of design and was intent on eliminating the idea of religious design. Darwin turned to his friend Asa Gray for intellectual exchanges on the topic. 

Asa Gray was a botany professor at Harvard University in the United States. Darwin and Gray shared a mutual respect for each other, and corresponded frequently. Gray was Darwin´s strongest asset west of the Atlantic. Gray arranged for the Origin to be published appropriately with authorization from Darwin.3 Darwin added supplemental material to the American version to better explain his theory and refute criticisms posed by British reviewers. In the 1862 letter to Gray, Darwin requested an opinion of the last chapter of the orchid book.4 Gray and Darwin had discussed design in nature extensively. Gray thought the Origin was a vast scientific accomplishment, but their views were not identical. Gray was never able to fully let go of his religious beliefs. Therefore, Gray felt that natural selection could operate based on the guidelines of a higher power.5 Although he was helping Darwin, Gray’s ideas exemplified what Darwin was trying to prove wrong. Unfortunately, Darwin had larger problems to deal with simultaneously. 

Darwin met Richard Owen in 1836 when Owen helped him analyze fossils and begin to develop a connection between extinct and modern animals.6 Owen went on to become one of the most popular British scientists. After publication of the Origin, Owen was committed to the opposition of natural selection. Owen denied a connection between apes and humans by noting the minor differences in brain parts.7 He did not think highly of the Origin as a scientific work, regardless of the ideas it proposed. He felt that Darwin relied too heavily on personal opinion without providing evidence for natural selection.8 This sort of accusation created a large demand for the sort of information that Darwin would provide in the orchid book.

Darwin chose to remain in the background of most of the debates over natural selection. He had developed a strong support circle that would defend the Origin regardless of his actions. Orchids was a follow up to Origin as a detailed account of the work of natural selection on orchids. In the letter to Gray, Darwin praises him for recognizing the main purpose of the orchid book. Darwin viewed this book as a “flank movement” on the opponents of natural selection.9 While controversy ran wild in debates and publications, Darwin created a devastating surprise attack. His work explained how varieties of orchids from different environments demonstrated evolution through adaptation and, more importantly, exemplified how evolution was not directed by any constraints or guidelines.10 Therefore, all design in nature was due solely to the work of natural selection. The orchid book was a grand success. Even those in opposition to the Origin thought it was a wonderful and useful botanical work.11 Darwin managed to increase the value of the Origin significantly with his work on orchids. 
At the time that Darwin wrote the letter to Gray, he had come to a crossroads in his professional life. He could either hide from controversy and discontinue his progress, or he could quickly come up with strong support for his views. The orchid book turned many scientists to Darwin’s side in the debate on natural selection. Darwin had a theory for nature that explained the characteristics of the flowers, and he was preventing any logical stance against him. Robert Owen, as an enemy, and Asa Gray, as a friend, both inspired Darwin to clarify natural selection using evidence from actual living plants. This clarification hastened the acceptance of natural selection which accumulated in the Darwinian Revolution.
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