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Praise for The Year Without Summer

‘Vivid, vibrant, hard to put down. Who’d have thought a book about calamitous climate change could also be such a joy to read?’

Hilary Spurling, author of Matisse the Master

‘An astonishing, riveting accomplishment. With a masterful grace and poetic beauty, Guinevere Glasfurd crafts a story that resonates profoundly. A truly remarkable book about a remarkable year in history.’

Emily Rapp, author of The Still Point of the Turning World

‘The Year Without Summer is a worldwide canvas peopled by passionate individuals who long for a better future, each one brought to life in vivid, heartbreaking detail.’

Marianne Kavanagh, author of For Once in My Life


Praise for The Words in My Hand 

Shortlisted for the 2016 Costa First Novel Award

‘Excellent … Glasfurd has created an entirely unsentimental love story, with a memorable and engaging heroine. She takes the narrowness of Helena’s life and her kicks against its confines, and spins them into an original tale.’

The Times (Book of the Month)

‘A striking debut … Her portrait of love across barriers of class, and of Helena’s yearning for education, is a touching one.’

The Sunday Times

‘An accomplished first novel … She brilliantly dissects the complex frustrations of a woman in love with a man consumed by intellectual obsessions. There is much to move us here.’

Guardian

‘Amsterdam in the 17th century springs to life in The Words in My Hand … wonderfully atmospheric.’

Good Housekeeping

‘An absorbing and moving read.’

Woman’s Weekly

‘Beautifully written.’

Choice

‘Gloriously readable … It feels as though Guinevere Glasfurd has seen into the heart and soul of Helena, as though this really could be her story … A truly lovely and captivating debut.’

LoveReading
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Foreword

IN APRIL 1815 Mount Tambora erupts on Sumbawa Island, Indonesia, then under British rule. Aboard Benares, ship’s surgeon Henry Hogg sets sail to investigate, little suspecting what lies ahead.

After an unusually stormy winter, 1816 opens with hope for better times ahead. The newspapers are filled with reports of a royal wedding and the country is at peace after years of war. But this peace masks deeper divisions. Food prices are rising while wealthy landowners and farmers enact laws to protect their interests. Common land continues to be enclosed.

As temperatures drop, John Constable is on his way to East Bergholt to visit his ailing father. Mary Wollstonecraft Godwin, together with Willmouse, her infant son, her stepsister Claire and lover Percy Shelley have set sail for France. In Littleport, on the Fens, Sarah Hobbs has had enough of working all day and always being hungry. Hope Peter, a soldier returning from the Napoleonic Wars, is headed to Corringham, Essex, to find what remains of his family home. And in Vermont, Charles Whitlock sets off on his pony to preach his ministry to anyone who will listen at the farms scattered about.

Unknown to one another and connected by an event they have little or no knowledge of, this is the story of the Tambora eruption and the tumultuous year that followed.


1815


Henry

11 April our year of the Lord, 1815

Dearest Emmalina,

I write in haste as I have been called to the seas south of Makassar once more to investigate rumours of a disturbing nature. Very distinct reports, like cannons, were heard last week in Ternate, five hundred miles east of us and not easily reached. Pirates were suspected, but none found. Then, one night ago, more explosions, this time sufficient to shake our ship and the houses around the harbour, even though we were moored and Makassar peaceful. Yet more talk of pirates, who must be close at hand, if so.

I have had Susilo sharpen my short sword should I need it. I am as prepared as I might be in these parts. But I ask you please to pray for my return with my sword still safely sheathed beside me.

Pirates notwithstanding, I shall be happy to be at sea again. The air here is at its oppressive heaviest, some days it is as if mercury has been poured over us; I have never known it so stifling hot. Even the birds seem afflicted and have lost the will to sing. An eerie stillness hangs over the town and makes the most relaxed man uneasy. Perhaps one of their gods has taken a good breath in and is about to blow us off our feet.

You are a sweet sensible thing to stay in England.

So wish me a fair wind and a safe return, my darling. We sail when it is light.

Your ever loving husband,

Henry

Surgeon aboard the Benares

12 April our year of the Lord, 1815

Dearest Emmalina,

I am writing this by candlelight though it is not yet midday. A little after 8 a.m. this morning it was apparent we had sailed into what I can only describe as an extraordinary occurrence. To the west and south of us, the sky had assumed the most dismal prospect; the sunrise seemed smothered: a deep red glow that refused to brighten. By ten in the morning, I was certain night had been returned to us. I could scarcely make out the shore, and our ship was but one mile from it. I felt something brush against my skin, with the softness of snow. Snow? Imagine my confusion! What snow could survive this hostile clime? I touched my finger to it, incredulous, until I saw that it smudged. Ash. One question had been answered, but many more took its place. Within an hour, the sky, from horizon to the heavens, was filled with it. It fell in heavy showers with a soft patter, coating the deck then forming a thick layer. And now we have reached a truly awful and alarming state: a darkness as total as at new moon. 

The ash is still falling as I write. We are working in shifts to sweep it away, such is its weight. And now the captain is calling me to help rig an awning, presumably to keep it off the deck. I do not know how we will rig anything when one cannot see one’s hand in front of one’s face. Darkness or not, I must go. 

I shall write again later. Until then, I am 

Your loving husband,

Henry

Surgeon aboard the Benares

13 April our year of the Lord, 1815

Dearest Emmalina,

I know not if this is night or day, though by the hours that have passed it must be morning once more. The captain’s awning was a dismal failure and we have all been put to the broom in an attempt to keep the ash from reaching perilous levels. We are now sweeping it overboard else it will add many tons in weight to the ship. Wherever one sweeps you can be certain that behind you the ash will have heaped up readily to depths of a foot or more. The further south we sail, the grittier it becomes. The air is foul with it; every breath is a half breath and all on board are wheezing. The queue of the poorly lengthens to my door.

Forgive me, I am unable to write more. Exhaustion has felled me and my hands are blistered.

Your loving husband,

Henry

Surgeon aboard the Benares

18 April our year of the Lord, 1815

Dearest, dearest Emmalina,

Forgive my silence, but I have been unwell, a consequence, I think, of ash having found its way into our drinking water. My blisters, I am relieved to say, are improved.

My darling, I wish I had never seen this day for I am struggling to find the words that can adequately express it. Daylight is returned but, oh, for the darkness we had five days ago in favour of what I can now see.

We have arrived off Bima on Sumbawa, which we believe almost certainly is the source of the ‘cannons’ that disturbed our peace in Makassar. This island, once a green gem, is now a hellish scene, to rival any produced by Breughel. The mountain Tomboro, sometimes called Tambora, is gone. Gone! But where? If I had not climbed it last year, when I was the guest of the Rajah here, I would scarce believe it were possible. I knew of the volcano beneath it, but had no reason to suspect an eruption. I am yet to find the Rajah among the few survivors we have met. I hope he lives. I will venture out tomorrow to find him.

But I am ahead of myself. Let me tell you first of our awful approach. We sighted Sumbawa yesterday. Then, still some distance off, the sea became sluggish, thickened with ash in a grey soup. I was below deck, assessing our water supply to determine what portion was spoiled, when I heard a cry go up from above. 

I popped my head through the hatch, but it was impossible to make out what was being said. A sailor held out his arm, and pointed, then flapped up and down in a most peculiar manner. Already, he had a small crowd around him and they were similarly vexed. I heaved myself up through the hatch and elbowed my way through the commotion. I took the spyglass from one of them and looked.

That wasn’t water ahead, but stone: a sea, made entirely of stone! But stone that undulated gently.

Bump, bump, bump went several pieces as they knocked into the hull. The bosun, hearing it, took a net and scooped up a small amount. He turned what he had out on deck and we stared as though at strange, dead specimens from the deep. I poked at one with my foot then reached down to pick it up. Stone, now cinder, and pocked like a sponge. The stone had no weight – so that was why it floated. The bosun ventured it was pumice.

Pumice? Of course. I went to the port side and looked over. Pumice in every direction, the sea thick with it and as far as I could see. Although we had a good wind behind us, the ship had slowed and struggled to make way. It must have been many feet thick to slow us like that.

And that, my dearest, is how the sea becomes a mountain and the mountain becomes a sea. There are riddles everywhere, it seems …

Henry put down his ink pen, unsure of how to end the letter. The point about riddles seemed flippant; he could see the frown on Emmalina’s brow as she read it. But riddles interested him. Snow that was ash, a mountain that was the sea – it seemed to capture something of the extraordinary event he was bearing witness to. He shifted in his seat as he re-read the letter. He thought about crossing out the boast about himself and the Rajah, the story of them climbing Tambora together. If he did, it would mean writing the letter again and he hadn’t the appetite for that. Besides, the story was true in that it wasn’t a lie – only it was his captain’s story, not his. The captain had often talked fondly of his time on Sumbawa Island last year. Emmalina, who had remained in England, would never know how Henry, with a few slight exaggerations, had made these stories his.

He considered the small pile of letters he had written to her. An absurd thing to do when he had no means to post them until he was landed again in Makassar. He would send them in intervals so she would receive his news over a period of time and have the anticipation of a story in parts, well told. The pumice stone sea had been true. He would remember that sight to his grave. Something like that deserved skilful telling. And if he did not tell it, who would?

He would go ashore in the morning and would write to her again after that. Going ashore was a prospect that filled him with dread. Their vessel was anchored some distance off as the bay usually used for anchoring had been changed beyond recognition by the eruption. A new promontory had formed a barrier across it; breaking waves revealed shallows where once there had been water, fathoms deep. Survivors, if any, he knew not of – be that the Rajah or anyone else – their fate wouldn’t be known until they had explored inland. A cursory glance through the spyglass had revealed a blasted world that bore no resemblance to the captain’s stories. The captain, when he had looked too, had steadied one hand on the rail and visibly blanched.

Tomorrow. Tomorrow. He would make himself useful. What would he need to do that? His leather bag of surgical implements and his cabinet of medicines too. Poultices, bandages, a saw. He grimaced. Burns were a grisly business and difficult to heal; impossible in this climate. He would take what he had and it must do. 

An image of pirates came suddenly to him. And he realised then that he had sheathed the truest part of himself in his letters as carefully as his sword. He was no warrior. He wasn’t brave at all.


1816


John

CORNY-FACED FERRET. SOWPIG. High-shoed prig. Parish prig. Maggot. Though no one could hear, John looked about to be sure. ‘Limping Jesus,’ he muttered. ‘To the devil with him.’ 

His thoughts turned from Reverend Rhudde to Farington, to their last meeting. As his face pulled into a scowl, his mother’s voice came to him, chiding: No scowling, John. Scowling suits no gentleman, least of all you.

The rain came down, a drenching rain that seemed stalled across Essex, as though drawn in a line, purposefully so, along the length of his journey. He had made several such journeys from London to East Bergholt recently, riding at the back of the coach, but none as dismal as this. A sharp, spring shower could be expected at this time of year, but not rain so brutally blunt. It came at him and, hours later, at him still; an insult of rain. He felt the tug of mud under the coach wheels and their uneasy slither as they came free. He clenched hold of the bracing bar to his left, to prevent being pitched sideways off the coach. Up front, he heard the coach driver, by turns soothing and alarmed, guide the horses through the thickening mire. At one point, remembering him, the coach driver turned and called over his shoulder, ‘All right back there?’ John raised one hand to show that he was, though, in truth, any old fool would see he was not. The rain had come in at his collar, a cold, wet necklace that quickly saturated his shirt. He felt its clammy touch across his shoulders and down his back. The seat of his pants was soaked too. But there would come a time, and he looked forward to it, when he would have sufficient of that necessary evil – money – and could afford a seat in the dry. He did the sums in his head. On his father’s death, a sixth part of his property, amounting possibly to four thousand pounds. Add to that two thousand from an aunt in Nayland, perhaps. That was enough, was it not, to marry? And yet, worry reached ahead of him and behind. Towards Suffolk, the worry of his ailing father; in London, the worry that was Farington. Neither had met the other and yet they seemed tied together as if on a loop of string: two beads he worried endlessly back and forth. He closed his eyes, if only to stop himself cursing again.

Oh, how that last meeting with Farington chafed. John had done his best to pry the old goat open; had invited him to his lodgings, spent what little he had left of his allowance on a new ruby port, setting it on a silver tray with a pair of bright crystal glasses. Neither this, nor his new canvases that he was submitting to the annual exhibition and which he had placed prominently on display, seemed to impress: The Wheatfield and A Wood, Autumn. Farington, blast him, drank four large glasses down straight, but neither comment nor compliment on the work was forthcoming. Instead, he had rubbed his eyes and squinted at the canvases as if he’d just noticed them. He’d cleared his throat, perhaps to pass judgement, but whatever opinion he had of the work he kept to himself. Not a word was said on it, nor, by implication, on John’s suitability as a candidate to the Royal Academy this year. His candidacy last year had received no votes at all, not even from Farington. It had stung bitterly. John kicked one heel against the coach step. He needed Farington’s support, for what success could he have without it, without the Royal Academy’s approval? He’d be left painting portraits of Suffolk farmers’ wives and their preening, ill-tempered daughters. Or, worse, the farmer’s prize cattle. A poor prospect that.

Six thousand pounds. With careful, cautious investment it might, with luck – a vague and unknowable quantity, he knew – yield an annual return of four hundred pounds. That was more than the one hundred pounds allowance he presently had from his father, but he only had himself to keep on that. Allowance? John gave a bitter laugh. It neither allowed nor afforded for much.

The only other way to have more would be for him to earn it, through commissions or sales. He slumped at the thought of it, as the bald facts of his position presented themselves yet again. It was like watching a series of dishes paraded before him, grandly described, but then finding them made of the most meagre ingredients – he was a man made of morsels, if he was honest.

Bachelors happily made palaces of their scant accommodation, but he could not expect Maria to lodge in some miserable room and be content with it. Oh, she would tell him she could bear it, that she would bear anything for him. Even if he did not doubt her, he would hate to bring her so low. He had written once that she deserved a better fate, referring to the dreadful longing he felt for her and which he knew she felt for him in return. Fate? He saw a deeper meaning now. She deserved altogether better, a fate better than him. How could he expect her to marry him as he was?

The thoughts circled about him as the coach made its way through Marks Tey, with another hour ahead before they would reach East Bergholt. He could not take out his watch for fear of wetting it but knew from the mutterings of the driver that they were running late. John glanced up, one cheek angled against the rain, hungry for the first signs of Suffolk and the small comfort that recognition brought. He saw a gang of men in a field, huddled over a plough, scarce quarter of an acre turned over before the work had been abandoned. A strange time of year to be ploughing, he thought. He raised one hand as the coach passed by, to these men who seemed halfway made of mud, but not one returned his greeting.

John knew hard work too. Not ploughing, true, but he’d worked long summers, shouldering sacks of corn from cart into the mill. It had made him strong and proud to be so, and admiring of the tan on his arms. Dunthorne had only laughed at him. ‘Just because you’re in the fields, that don’t make you no farm labourer, Constable.’ So they’d tested it out, there and then, one against the other: an arm wrestle to see who was the stronger. John had won easily. ‘Even so,’ Dunthorne had said and had tapped his head in a way of saying that he knew who was right and that the loss of this wager mattered little to it, ‘that don’t change a thing. The fields of the father go to the son.’ 

John had never before seen himself on the opposite side of the fence to Dunthorne. Theirs was an unlikely friendship. Dunthorne, a plumber, painted too. But painting did not place Dunthorne on John’s side of the fence either. One thing they did agree on, the enclosure of the East Bergholt common was a wretched development: field laid to field, fencing it into smaller plots. Among a few, he’d noted an extreme greediness, an ugly rapaciousness; among the many, a sense they’d been fleeced, of having lost what was theirs by right.

If he saw Dunthorne this time, he would avoid him; he was the one person Maria and Dr Rhudde’s opinion had united on. An atheist, destitute of religious principle, they said. Worse, they’d heard, if worse were possible, a radical, infected with revolutionary ideas.

John realised that thinking of home was making him anxious in ways he’d not felt before. Bergholt, beloved Bergholt. Was it him that was changing, or it? He saw the men in the field fall into the distance, as the road took him ever further away from London and his Maria. A sadness at the gulf between them rose in him and something else too: a tide approaching, which he could not outrun.

The coach made East Bergholt a little after three and pulled up just beyond the church. The ground steamed in the sudden sunshine. Every bird in Suffolk seemed to be singing at once.

The driver pitched John’s bag down to him. ‘Home, is this?’ he asked in a way that suggested no reply was expected.

‘I am. Home at that.’ John nodded in the direction of his father’s house, meeting the driver’s eye and noting his surprise. 

‘Well, you’ll dry out soon enough.’ The driver touched one finger to his cap. Perhaps it was sight of the house that made him seem hopeful for a tip.

‘I suppose I will.’ John’s hand went instinctively to his trouser pocket, before he remembered his purse was empty. He gathered up his bag where the driver had dropped it. ‘A beer, later, if you are stopping at the inn …’ But the invitation was vague and he knew it. 

‘This is the Ipswich coach, in case you were forgetting. Now, if you were after accompanying me there …?’

When John didn’t reply, the driver gathered up the reins and with one sharp flick set the horses neatly on their way.

John stood for a moment as if unsure which way to go. He turned away from his father’s house and faced Dr Rhudde’s church. He walked up to the gate to a view he had sketched many times. If he had thought Dr Rhudde would find those sketches pleasing, or to have been in any way flattered by the gift of them, he was mistaken; a mistake he had learned early on. He had learned also that a man who might be so fulsome in his consolations on the death of his mother and his father’s faltering health, could just as easily become a cantankerous old gager, threatening his granddaughter, Maria, with disinheritance should her father ever agree to their match. On matters of money, Dr Rhudde was always right and mostly indignant. He would neither countenance John as suitor nor accept his pictures, as he called them, as prospect.

John considered the church. Dr Rhudde might be rector of several parishes around, but here, in Bergholt, he was rector of this: a church without a spire. It never failed to amuse John. Even today, with his father so dangerously ill, he managed a small, bleak smile as he assessed the church in its lopped-off glory – a man’s pretences, cut down to size.

He found his father asleep in a chair, pooled in sunshine, light haloed in his thin white hair. The chair had been angled into the light and set by the large drawing room window, placed to give him a view over the back garden. John swallowed as he remembered his mother: the garden was hers, but tended for them all. His father had had this house built. The brickwork still looked new-fired from the kiln, not weather-worn or damp as so many of the village dwellings were. But now, with his mother dead, and his father certainly soon to follow, the house would be sold. John had few prospects without it. Dunthorne was wrong. The fortunes of the son were not the same as the father.

He saw his father’s arm, newly bandaged from being bled, hang limply over the arm of the chair. The simple curve of his hand, relaxed in sleep, filled him with a love that made his chest ache. A memory came to him of his father delving a hand into a sack of wheat, to bring up a handful, then letting it run freely through his fingers. He knew the quality of the grain just from that, from a handful lifted and let fall again. He had taught John the colour to look for: not yellow, nor green, nor in any way speckled black or white with must or mould. But if John had learned the colours it was only so he could paint them better and the business had passed to Abram, his younger brother. To this day John could not say what set one good bag of wheat apart from another and the dust in the mill made him cough.

As John turned to go, his father awoke and blinked several times to focus.

‘John? My honest son John come home to me? You are my good boi, come home.’ And with that, he reached out a wavering hand, his eyes suddenly bright.

John took a seat by his father’s side. Nothing further was said, nor was it expected. He waited until his father had dozed off again then took a couple of shillings from the desk. He needed that drink after all.

‘Aye, Constable,’ said Harold the publican in greeting. He reached for a tankard and filled it with ale from a barrel, kept on the bar.

John drank deeply, with relief. ‘Quiet for this time of day,’ he said, as he turned to Harold. The men should be in from the fields by now, but he was the only one there.

Harold took down a tankard from the shelf and rubbed at it with a cloth, though to what end was not clear as it was neither dirty nor wet. ‘The rain has kept a good many home.’

John frowned. Just then, he heard a sound and turned in its direction. At the far end of the room ran a narrow corridor that led through to a room at the back but the door to it, usually left wedged open, was closed. He heard cheers erupt from behind it, followed by a hammering of mugs on the tables.

‘That meeting’s not for you,’ Harold said in warning as John took a step in its direction.

Before John could protest, the door was flung open and people spilled out – not just men, but women and children too. Half the village seemed to have crammed in there and many were still caught up in the matter of their debate and remonstrating loudly. But as they spotted John, a hush fell upon them all. They hurried past, out the door, not stopping to say hello, nor even to raise a cup with him.

Here, at least, he had expected a welcome. And now even Harold would not meet his eye.
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