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A haunting, sensitive tale of survival against all the odds. A rich descriptive account of the Arctic 

landscape, of the power of nature, awe and superstition, of one man’s courage and his battle with grief. 

An impressive first novel –even so- one or two of us dropped out.- fearing the topic would be depressing. 

Yet many of us chose to read it and were not disappointed. Our overall response was that it was a 

wonderful book.. 

 

I recommended The Solitude of Thomas Cave in November, guessing that it would be a fitting read in 

January. And sure enough, we found ourselves in January amidst sub zero temperatures- and were 

consoled and warmed by reading about a truly inhospitable climate. Waiting on freezing S-Bahn 

platforms or gratefully huddled up cosily in bed or by the fire- we could empathise with Thomas Cave’s 

plight. The icy streets of Berlin seemed pale in comparison. 

  

In the early seventeenth century the first whalers began setting off from European ports and travelling as 

far north as possible, braving ice floes and storms to bring back  priceless cargoes of blubber .The 

whalers were venturing where no man had been before. Harding set the novel in 1616 and from the 

outset questioned the morality of whaling:  

 

We had the sense that this was not a place that God had made for man, that no man surely was meant in 

His plan to set foot on its lands or sail its seas, that we were overbold to come there and hunt in the way 

we did. 

 

Thomas Cave is taciturn, aloof from the camaraderie of the rest of the Heartsease's crew, with the 

exception of the young cabin boy Thomas Goodlard .It is Thomas Goodlard from whom we receive the 

first picture of Cave. We learn the most about Cave from Goodlard. Harding uses a third person 

narrative to tell the bulk of the story- interspersed with the entries Cave makes in his logbook. These 

entries are devoid of emotion, records of practical interest .By having scant detail of Cave’s emotions 

we share Cave’s experiences by imagining  how he must be feeling.. This technique is powerful and 

effective. 

 

Cave and Goodlard share the same Christian name  and their surnames are symbolic. An icy den is 

where Cave makes his home and Goodlard is a kind and decent lad. There is a special relationship 

between them- perhaps as close as father and son. Goodlard admires Cave and seeks him out twenty 

years after their first meeting. Cave senses that Goodlard is a good soul and trusts him more than the 

other sailors.  

 

 

The destination of the Heartsease is the Svalbard archipelago (sometimes called Spitsbergen, the name 

of its largest island), desolate even in summer when night never falls.One night, a rum-fuelled 

discussion ensues about the hell of the islands in winter. Cave declares he could survive a whole season 

in frozen darkness, following goading by Carnock, the bullying mate. Cave is supplied with food and 

fuel, and left to his fate as the ship sails off and the temperature starts to drop.. As his terrifying ordeal 

progresses, it becomes clear the wager was a pretext; that it is personal tragedy which has led him to 

seek out the harshest solitude.  

 

We discussed Cave’s reasons for taking up the challenge. He was still grieving for his wife and child 

and needed to be away from people .Such a challenge gave him the opportunity to come to terms with 

his sorrow and to prove to himself that he can survive without them .He is a resourceful and methodical 



man with skills as a hunter. But he only kills enough for his immediate needs and is mindful of his 

fellow creatures. He is faced with many dangers. The cold is predatory, freezing Cave's supplies even 

when a couple of feet from his fire. Scurvy is another danger, kept at bay only by eating dried grasses. 

Worst is the danger of madness, which becomes acute when Cave begins to see visions of his wife and 

child. At first his visions are comforting but eventually he has to rid himself of their image, fearing they 

are sent by the Devil.. 

 

Georgina Harding's novel was inspired by the journal of an Icelandic seaman, Jon Olafsson. He visited 

Svalbard in 1619 and his memoir tells of an Englishman who laid a bet that he could spend a year alone 

on the ice. Harding makes some attempts to render Cave's experience in 17th-century prose- one or two 

criticised the text and Cave’s thoughts for being too modern.- most felt that Harding had little choice . A 

novel in seventeenth century English would have been a struggle to read rather than a pleasure. A 

sensitive and thoughtful man of the period may well have questioned man’s actions. Relating to the 

suffering of animals is not limited to our own time and being aware of damaging the environment is not 

only a modern concept. 

 

Our appreciation of Harding’s style was unanimous. Everyone found Harding’s descriptions of scenery 

outstanding, here are a couple of examples  

 

“the glistening streams that run into a bog, "a temple of white streaks that weave out and back into one 

another like the boughs and twigs of a tree". 

 

“Before his eyes an eagle view: throughout his field of vision, mountains in the form of flames, burning 

white with snow upon them, and beyond in all directions, smooth and white, a frozen sea.” 

 

Harding writes with charm about animals, especially the seals that live alongside Cave. One seal pops 

up out of the ice to listen to Cave playing his violin. 

 

“Seals loved music, the sailors said: there were seals in tales that had human souls and deep under 

water where men could not see them they danced. ……. He held the instrument tighter to his chest and 

played the harder, played from deep within him, played to rouse and exorcise. Suddenly there was a 

splash and a pop in the hole before him as a seal came up and blew out a spray of water .He played on 

until his fingers were sore, and took a bow in a second of silence, and not until that was done did the 

seal dip and disappear.” 

 

The company of the seals makes him feel human again. 

 

“ They made him conscious of himself as he had not been since he had last seen men, as he had thought 

he could not be save before another human being.” 

 

Cave sees in the creatures an Eden-like innocence and strength of will that seems to have died in 

humans but that he, through his solitude, seems to have gained. 

 

The cruelty of the flaying of the young seal by the bully Carnock, was a painful reminder of man’s 

selfish use of animals. The mob laughter of the other sailors, who were revelling in the act, jarred with 

Cave and with us. Cave has only a terrible silence inside him, an awareness only of the seal. In his 

chosen isolation there is initial relief to be away from men. By the end of the allotted time he is unsure if 

he wants to rejoin others.   

 

“But even as he yearns for the company of men, he dreads their return.” 



 

Indeed he eventually chooses to live as a hermit. He is happier alone living a very simple life. He shares 

with Goodlard the wisdom of his experience. 

 

“If there was one thing I learnt in the North, Tom Goodlard, it was this: that there are no devils out 

there. No devils in the ice or the snow or the rocks, none but those inside us, those we bring.” 

 

The idea of a lone man undergoing emotional trials and ultimately emerging either victorious or ruined 

has been told since stories were invented - from Jesus to Steppenwolf-, men have separated themselves 

from the world and rejoined it changed . Georgina Harding has clearly been inspired by  

Melville’s classic Moby Dick. It is not really fair to compare her slight novel with such an epic. 

Nevertheless The Solitude of Thomas Cave  is a successful re-telling of an ancient theme. It has the feel 

of a modern parable but it does not preach. Environmentalists could claim it as their own, but it is more 

than just a “green” book. 

 

At the heart of the novel is the loneliness of Thomas Cave before he undertakes his solitude in the Arctic. 

The reason we care for him and suffer with him is because he has been through so much . The tender 

feelings he has for his wife Johanne are moving –even more so because he has always been a loner and 

he is not very good at showing his emotions. As his wife’s pregnancy advances we relive the terror of 

women approaching labour, at a time when death often resulted. Johanne speaks of her growing fear: 

 

“ He is too big for me, Thomas. I dreamt that he had the long bones of a whale. I saw the bones that 

came from Greenland, long curved bones that came from the jaw of a beast.” 

 

Cave does everything he can, within his power as a man, to help her through the long agonising labour. 

He fetches a local midwife and agrees to herbs and  strange potions being administered. He has to watch 

his beloved Johanne suffer more and more and he is increasingly helpless. Harding builds the tension 

brilliantly . We could guess what happened but we had to read on to find out. Many of us were 

compelled to read the book straight through. The pace reminded some of us of Mister Pip. 

 

An unusual and haunting tale and one which will stay with us. I feel that The Solitude of Thomas Cave 

has not received the recognition it deserves. To my knowledge, it has not been recommended for any 

literary prizes. I wonder why that is. Our four groups have said it was a wonderful read. And we are 

very discerning judges. 

 

Next month we are discussing the 2008 Man Booker prize winner The White Tiger. I suspect that this 

will not receive the same response. I may be proved wrong but I can’t help asking  what are the Booker 

judges looking for? It’s rare that a Booker prize winner is a wonderful read- with the exception of The 

Inheritance of Loss by Kiran Desai  (2006)and The Blind Assassin by Margaret Atwood. (2000). 

 

We were pleased to see that The Solitude of Thomas Cave has been translated into German and we will 

certainly be recommending it to our friends, families and colleagues. It may not have won a literary 

prize but it won heartfelt  praise from us. 

 

 

  

 


