
The Fever Tree
by Jennifer McVeigh

About the Book

Frances Irvine, left destitute in the wake of her father?s sudden death, has been forced to abandon her life of wealth and 

privilege in London and emigrate to the Southern Cape of Africa. 1880 South Africa is a country torn apart by greed. In 

this remote and inhospitable land she becomes entangled with two very different men --- one driven by ambition, the 

other by his ideals. Only when the rumor of a smallpox epidemic takes her into the dark heart of the diamond mines does 

she see her path to happiness.

 

But this is a ruthless world of avarice and exploitation, where the spoils of the rich come at a terrible human cost and 

powerful men will go to any lengths to keep the mines in operation. Removed from civilization and disillusioned by her 

isolation, Frances must choose between passion and integrity, a decision that has devastating consequences.

 

THE FEVER TREE is a compelling portrait of colonial South Africa, its raw beauty and deprivation alive in equal 

measure. But above all it is a love story about how --- just when we need it most --- fear can blind us to the truth.

 

Discussion Guide

1. Early in the novel, Frances looks into the Wardian case in her uncle?s house and sees the ferns pressed against the 

glass ?as though appealing for escape.? She realizes that ?the glass case offered protection --- the ferns wouldn?t last a 

minute exposed to the pollution of London air --- but it would also, eventually, suffocate them.? What is the significance 

of this image?

2. In the first chapter, Edwin Matthews admits that he has never liked domesticated plants. He describes Mr. Irvine?s 

roses as ?monstrosities --- deviations from their true form in nature.? Frances reminds him of this conversation in a 

climactic scene toward the end of the novel when she compares herself to her father?s domesticated roses, unable to 
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survive in the wild. Discuss the motif of ?monstrous? domestication in the novel, and its importance to the book as a 

whole.

3. Frances is an outsider, rejected by her uncle?s family and dismissed by society. To what extent is her desire to belong 

responsible for the decisions she makes? Can you forgive her for her mistakes?

4. Frances describes the women traveling with the Female Middle Class Emigration Society as ?cargo being shipped for 

export. Women without choices.? How do you feel about the limited choices presented to women in the novel? In what 

ways has society changed in the last 130 years?

5. Racial prejudice is a constant theme in the novel. The Irish, the Jews, the Boers, and the Africans are all discriminated 

against. What motivates the various forms of discrimination? What did the novel teach you about racial politics in the 

nineteenth century? How do these attitudes make you feel about Victorian culture?

6. William Westbrook justifies the presence of English speculators in Africa as ?the nature of history, of progress.? How 

convincing is he when he wants to be, and why? What --- if any --- moral code does he live by?

7. The novel hinges on a misunderstanding: Frances?s belief that Edwin was desperate to marry her. When Edwin tells 

her the truth, she is stunned. Were you surprised as a reader? What impact did the revelation have on how you felt about 

both Edwin and Frances? And how does it bring about a shift in power between the two characters?

8. When Frances discovers the truth about William and her own responsibility for Mariella?s death, McVeigh writes, ?it 

was as if she had woken from a fairy tale and found herself in a world that was starker and more brutal than she could 

ever have imagined; a world in which she would be held to account.? Discuss the significance of the fairy-tale simile 

here. For what will Frances be held to account?

9. What is the importance of the landscape of the Karoo in the novel? How does it test Frances? What is the nature and 

significance of its beauty?

10. Frances tells Edwin about a dream she has, in which a cutting from a tree at Rietfontein has shriveled up into a spiny 

knot of thorns. ?I was upset,? she says, ?because it was no longer alive and somehow it was my fault.? What it is the 

meaning of the dream, and why is she so devastated?

11. In his article for The Diamond Field, Edwin writes: ?There is a cancer at the heart of the Europeans? relationship 

with Africa, and its nature is self-interest.? What did you find most shocking about the history of diamond mining in 

South Africa, as it is set out in the book? How relevant is Edwin?s statement today?

12. At first glance, the diamond mines of South Africa and the polite society of upper-class London couldn?t be more 

different. Yet are there similarities? Are both institutions built on exploitation? In what ways are they similar? In what 

ways are they different?

13. Discuss the symbolic importance of the fever tree in the novel.



Author Bio

Jennifer McVeigh graduated from Oxford University in 2002 with a First in English Literature. She went on to work in 

film, television, radio and publishing before giving up her day job to write fiction. THE FEVER TREE is her first novel.

Critical Praise

"There is nothing more exciting than a new writer with a genuine voice. I loved it."

   ? Julian Fellowes, creator of "Downton Abbey"

"THE FEVER TREE is vividly written, and moves so fluidly from Victorian drawing rooms to the wild, spare plains and 

brutal diamond mines of South Africa; place and people come alive in this book. When Frances Irvine, naive and 

sheltered, is forced to emigrate and make a new life, she encounters both beauty and searing injustices, and ultimately, 

she's forced to confront herself, as well. A gripping story --- I found myself thinking of scenes from this book long after I 

had turned the last page."

   ? Kim Edwards, New York Times bestselling author of THE MEMORY KEEPER?S DAUGHTER and THE LAKE OF 

DREAMS

"An orphaned young gentlewoman, a shipboard romance en route to a strange and perilous land, a forced marriage to an 

enigmatic stranger? THE FEVER TREE serves up all the delicious elements of a romantic classic, seasoned by 

evocative prose and keen moral commentary. Gobble it up and then shelve it next to the Brontë sisters."

   ? Hillary Jordan, author of MUDBOUND

"A magical, bewitching tale of loss, betrayal and love."

   ? Vogue (UK)

"I loved it.... Jennifer McVeigh brilliantly evokes [Frances?] life and times and the vast, unforgiving landscape. It?s a 

beautifully written novel of great feeling."

   ? Rachel Hore, bestselling author of A PLACE OF SECRETS and A GATHERING STORM

"Jennifer McVeigh writes with perception and grace. This is an epic story of love, deception, and courage, and a young 

woman?s journey of self-discovery in a country of spectacular beauty."

   ? Patricia Wastvedt, author of THE GERMAN BOY

"The epic scope of Jenny McVeigh?s novel of passion and betrayal set against the nineteenth century diamond rush in 

South Africa opens out a world of red dust plains, pioneering grit, and the cruelty of colonial greed. Vividly described 

and supremely well-paced, this is an unforgettable journey into a heart of darkness: romantic and tragic, a tale of honor 

and redemption, it leaves wide vistas of a harsh yet beguiling landscape shimmering in the imagination long after the last 

page is turned."

   ? Deborah Lawrenson, author of THE LANTERN



The Fever Tree
by Jennifer McVeigh

Publication Date: February 4, 2014

Genres: Fiction, Historical Fiction

Paperback: 448 pages

Publisher: Berkley Trade

ISBN-10: 0425264912

ISBN-13: 9780425264911

https://admin.readinggroupguides.com/authors/jennifer-mcveigh
https://admin.readinggroupguides.com/reviews/genres/fiction
https://admin.readinggroupguides.com/reviews/genres/historical-fiction

