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Private diaries are being recognised as an important source of information on past climatic conditions, providing
place-specific, often daily records of meteorological information. As many were not intended for publication, or
indeed to be read by anyone other than the author, issues of observer bias are lower than some other types of
documentary sources. This paper comprises an exploration of the variety of types of climatic information can be
mined from a single document or set of documents. The focus of the analysis is three private and one medical diary
kept by British colonists in Bombay, western India, during the first decades of the nineteenth century. The paper
discusses the potential of the diaries for reconstruction of precipitation, temperature and extreme events. Ad-hoc
temperature observations collected by the four observers prove to be particularly fruitful for reconstructing monthly
extreme temperatures, with values comparable to more systematic observations collected during the period. This
leads to a tentative conclusion that extreme temperatures in Bombay were around 5◦C lower during the period than
today, a difference likely predominantly attributable to the urban heat island effect.


