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In his seminal essay A4 Volcano's Voice in Shelley, Geoffrey Matthews
highlighted Percy Shelley’s poetic use of volcanic and seismic imagery as a
metaphor for revolution and radical politics. Matthews also noted how Sir
William Hamilton had described to the Royal Society in 1768 how “artificial
night” could be the result of volcanic ash being hurled into the daylight air.’
More recently, Alan Bewell's reading of Mont Blanc has reset Shel[ey‘"‘s poem
within the context of 1816 as ‘the year of no summer’, and the global
atmospheric effects caused by the eruption of the Indonesian w;lcano
Tambora in April 1815.2

Neither Matthews nor Bewell suppose that Percy Shelley knew anything of
Tamora’s eruption, or that it was the cause of the abnormal climatic
phenomena observed throughout Europe during those two years. However,
there is evidence to suggest that the poet may have had more of an inkling of
what was going on with the weather than has hitherto been recognised. The
person who could have awakened his interest in such matters whilst he was a
sghoolboy at Eton was his mentor and friend living in nearby Windsor, James
Lind MD. FRS, a retired Scots physician who maintained a keen interest in
volcanoes and their effects.

.In the late eighteenth century, Benjamin Franklin (an acquaintance of
Lind’s) had suggested the Icelandic volcano Hekla as the source of a
‘universal fog” that had pervaded Europe during the summer of 1783.* Lind
had personal experience of Iceland and its volcanoes, having been a member
of an expedition to the island in 1772 with Sir Joseph Banks of the Royal
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Society.? But whereas Franklin stopped short of hypothesising a definite link
between the weather and volcanic eruptions, there seems to have been little
doubt in this matter as far as Lind was concerned. In 1787 (a year of
worldwide volcanic activity, including major eruptions in Italy, Japan, the
Indian Ocean, and South America) Lind noted in a letter to Sir Joseph Banks,
President of the Royal Society;

[ shall be glad to know if the Stinking Haze of Tuesday and Wednesday has
now been taken notice of. I paid particular attention to it, having been but a
little time before collecting some things regarding that of 1783 occasioned
by the Volcanos in Iceland, and was fortunate enough to be travelling over
the country the day and night during the whole time this last horse farted.’

Lind was no amateur in field of meteorology. In May 1775, he had presented
a paper to the Royal Society describing a portable wind-gauge of his own
design.® Until the end of his life in retirement at Windsor, he still actively
exchanged correspondence on the subject with his friend the Italian physicist
Tiberio Cavallo, who wrote to him on 29 June 1809 about his current
experiments to ‘explore atmospheric electricity’.” Other aspects of Lind’s
interest in meteorology included experiments to take the internal temperature
of clouds by means of thermometers attached to kites. Lind had discussed
such matters, along with the work and theories of other meteorologists such
as Beccaria and Benjamin Franklin, mn correspondence with Alexander
Wilson, Professor of Astronomy at Glasgow University.® When the nature of
thunder was being researched by James Watt and Matthew Boulton of the
Lunar Society, Watt had written to Lind on 26 December 1784 describing
their experiments that month to simulate thunder by using a “fire balloon’,
which was filled with a *‘mixture of one part common air, and two parts
inflammable air’, and ignited once airborne and at a suitable altitude by
means of a delayed-action fuse.” The idea was that when a single balloon
exploded (or a number of them were in quick succession), the sound heard
from such controlled detonations cold be used in comparison to determine
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