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Abstract

This study provides an historical perspective on everyday experiences of weather and climate, through an analysis of the diaries of two colonial figures in
Bombay, western India, in the 1820s: Mountstuart Elphinstone (the then Governor) and Lucretia West (the wife of the Chief Justice). The paper explores
the ways in which climate impacted upon their daily routine and health, and discusses evidence for the influence of wider climatic narratives within their
writings. Climate played a dominant and complex role within colonial discourse, providing both a barrier to colonisation, and a justification for European
governance over populations that had become ‘degenerate’ through their exposure to tropical climates. Both of the diaries evidence this influence of
climate within the colonists’ daily lives, but demonstrate the differing responses to climate based on the two diarists’ social positions. Mountstuart
Elphinstone, in particular, had a strong sense of the impact of climate upon his health, in keeping with contemporary medical beliefs equating climate
with physical wellbeing. The paper provides evidence of the evolution of acclimatisation discourse during the early nineteenth century, and suggests that
European beliefs concerning tropical climates were changing simultaneously within both the medical establishment and the wider colonial community.
The paper also explores the medical excursions that the diarists took to towns in the Western Ghats. It is apparent that their experiences of the climate in
such towns were influenced by their prior expectations, a theme which resonates with discourses of climate in our own times.
� 2011 Elsevier Ltd. All rights reserved.
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Anxieties over the dangers posed by tropical climates constituted
a fundamental aspect of the colonial experience during the second
wave of European colonisation in the eighteenth and nineteenth
centuries. Debates regarding the wisdom or otherwise of coloni-
sationwere couchedwithin Hippocratic notions about the effects of
climate upon health. These held that climate had a fundamental
influence on health, both directly, and through the production of
‘miasmic airs’ as a result of putrefaction of marshland or rotting
vegetable matter.1 Such ideas had dominated western medicine
since the Classical era, but were resurgent during the Enlighten-
ment, the period that coincided with significant colonial endeav-
ours by the major European powers.2 These conceptualisations of

the tropical climate as somehow inherently unhealthy continued
into the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, well beyond
the discovery of microbial diseases, which negated Hippocratic
traditions in Europe.3

Climate provided both a significant barrier to European settle-
ment within the tropics, and a justification for European expansion.
Tropical colonies witnessed very high mortality, particularly in
South and Southeast Asia and Africa.4 Colonial land management
practices such as afforestation, swamp clearing and the planting of
European flora, acted as a validation for European presence within
the tropical regions.5 Furthermore, the insalubrious climates of the
lower latitudes were thought to account for the ‘degeneration’ of
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their native populations. The introduction of a ruling race from the
temperate northern regions was therefore considered of inherent
benefit to the populations of the tropics, a view that was
strengthened with the development of Utilitarian and Evangelical
philosophies during the mid-nineteenth century.6

These conflicting narratives fed into the discourse of tropical
acclimatisation: the possibility, and desirability, of European
acclimatisation to the ‘torrid zone’.7 The discourse dealt with the
twin issues of whether European constitutions were capable of
adaptation, and whether this adaptation could occur without the
‘degeneration’ of the European race. Such questions were of vital
importance to colonists, and were debated heavily among the
colonial elite,8 aided by the writings and essays of several key
philosophers and anthropologists, and popular medical
publications.9

The purpose of this paper is to analyse the cultural significance
of such discourses, through an analysis of the personal writings of
two colonists outside of the medical fraternity.10 These are the Hon.
Mountstuart Elphinstone and Lady Lucretia West. Both individuals
were resident in Bombay during the 1820s; this was fundamental
epoch in the development of colonial climatic narratives, occurring
during a period when the role of the English East India Company
was changing from a commercial enterprise to a major territorial
government. This change in western India occurred following wars
with the Maratha Empire during the late eighteenth and early
nineteenth century, culminating with the annexation of Maratha
territories by the East India Company in 1817.11 The study period for
this paper begins two years after the 3rd Maratha War, and is
therefore located firmly amidst the period of flux within the colo-
nial experience in western India.

Historical studies into the cultural role of climate have been
called for within recent literature. Contemporary scholars such as
Mike Hulme have argued that the twentieth-century framing of
climate as a purely scientific discipline is insufficient, and that
climate should reclaim its cultural elements, that were prevalent
within earlier framings.12 Other writers such as Vladmir Jankovic

and Christina Barboza have also highlighted the importance of local
and individual perceptions of climate, in placing climate within
a broader cultural context.13 This paper seeks to address both of
these issues, by providing an analysis of everyday responses to the
dominant climatic discourses during an earlier period in history.
This is not presented as a direct analogy to the climatic concerns of
the twenty-first century; such analogies are problematic, due to the
significant social and cultural changes that have taken place since
the period under study.14 However, this analysis should add to our
understanding of the many dimensions of climate through history,
and the differing understandings of, and responses to climate
within and between social groups. As has been written previously,
the existing definition of ‘climate’ cannot be adequately understood
without a thorough analysis of the ways in which perceptions of
climate have changed over time.15 Such a process has been
described by Matthais Heymann as aiding an understanding of ‘the
complexity, contingency, and non-linearity of the historical
processes that brought about the climate science, climate knowl-
edge and the understanding of climate today’.16

The development of acclimatisation discourses

The role of climate within colonial discourse was complex, and
incorporated a variety of interlinking narratives regarding health,
race, environment and the ethics of imperialism.17 These debates
were underpinned by arguments that equated the tropics with the
concept of ‘Otherness’. During the eighteenth century, the world
was divided by the European colonial powers into two zones: the
‘temperate’ and the ‘torrid’.18 Although this division was based on
the interaction between climate and health, the dichotomy went
beyond the medical. The temperate northern (principally northern
European) latitudes were considered salubrious to health, and
produced races of men that were strong, industrious and intelli-
gent. The climate of the southern latitudes was conversely
dangerous to the health, and produced races that were ‘lethargic’,
‘effeminate’ and ‘indolent’.19 The mild European climate was also
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