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ABSTRACT 
 

 This dissertation is a social history of meteorology in nineteenth-century China. It 
examines the intertwining relationship among commerce, natural disaster, and science 
and technology by focusing on how merchants in China’s treaty ports and Hong Kong 
exerted their influence upon the incipient public weather service. Frequent and powerful 
typhoons, which threatened the primary business in steam shipping and marine insurance 
of these merchants, constituted their major concern for establishing a network of 
meteorological observation and typhoon warnings at the China coast. They mobilized 
public opinions through the English-language daily newspapers circulated among ports to 
incorporate various observers, including an observatory established by French Jesuits at 
Shanghai, shipmasters of mercantile marine, the foreign staff of the Chinese Imperial 
Maritime Customs, and a British governmental observatory in Hong Kong. Their purpose 
was to secure among coastal ports the transmission and distribution of telegraphic 
typhoon messages, especially those from another Jesuit observatory in Manila; for 
typhoons usually came from the seas close to the Philippines. Typhoon warnings thus 
became the major task of the early China-coast meteorology. 

With such main lines, this dissertation highlights three closely related aspects of the 
development of meteorology in nineteenth-century China. First, it exemplifies the active 
participation of the inter-port mercantile community in the scientific enterprise. Second, it 
identifies multilateral scientific, imperial, and commercial agencies from a wide spectrum 
that were involved in the coordination and competition of the meteorological work. Third, 
the dissertation nuances the development of “telegraphic meteorology,” a combined 
practice of technology and science in nineteenth-century China. It is a synthesis of 
meteorological narratives which went beyond the usual national, imperial and colonial 
perspectives; not only of Shanghai and Hong Kong, but also of Manila; not only of the 
British Empire in China, but also of the French in Shanghai and the American in the 
Philippines. It is a story about how an inter-port mercantile society under such 
heterogeneous settings responded to the natural disaster. The focus on the role of a 
mercantile community in closely linked ports or around the globe might improve our 
understanding of science and technology in the modern world. 
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ABBREVIATION AND SPELLING NOTES 
 
CCMR      China Coast Meteorological Register 
CCMS      China Coast Meteorological Service 
CO         British Colonial Office Records 
HKGG      Hongkong Government Gazette 
HKRS      Hong Kong Public Record Office File 
NCDN      North-China Daily News 
NCH       North China Herald 
 
 

The spelling of “Hongkong,” instead of “Hong Kong,” in this dissertation follows 
the common usage in most occasions in nineteenth-century documents, from printed 
newspapers and other documents to handwritten correspondence. 

Zikawei and Sicawei (or Siccawei, Sikawei) refer to the same place 徐家匯 
(Xujiahui), a suburb near Shanghai in the nineteenth century, and now a bustling part of 
the cosmopolitan city. The juxtaposition of these different spellings at the same time in 
the nineteenth century corresponded to the different French and English naming regimes 
prevalent at that time. 



 
 

Introduction 
 

 On October 12, 1892, the general public at Hongkong was in great anxiety. The 

arrival of three steamers was overdue. Among them, Bokhara, a steamer of the renowned 

Peninsular & Oriental Steam Navigation Company,1 set off from Shanghai on October 8 

and was scheduled to arrive at Hongkong on October 11. About 150 persons boarded that 

vessel, which carried also valuable cargos, mainly silk and tea.2 There was no wireless 

telegraph or radar at that time; no one knew where those delayed steamers were. From 

local newspapers that carried messages from other arrived steamers, as well as from the 

weather notices of the Hongkong Observatory, the Hongkong public learned that the 

Bokhara was probably delayed and held up by a typhoon passing over the Formosa 

Channel. The P. & O. Company and the British Navy at Hongkong sent out vessels in 

search of the lost steamers. Horrible news brought telegraphically by one of the search 

vessels turned the public’s anxiety to grief. By 3:00 p.m. on October 17, a telegram 

arrived at Hongkong from Swatow, reporting that the Bokhara wrecked on October 10 at 

the Pescadores, near Formosa (Taiwan), at least fifty miles east of its regular course 

between Shanghai and Hongkong. About 125 persons were lost and only 23 were saved.3

Among those dead, 11 were cricketers from Hongkong, travelling to Shanghai for 

the “Inter-port Cricket Matches,” a game which started in 1866. The matches were played, 

 

                                                 
1 Regarding the Company, see Freda Harcourt, Flagship of Imperialism: the P. & O. Company and the 
politics of empire from its origins to 1867 (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2006). 
2 According to Robert Hart, the Inspector General of the Chinese Imperial Maritime Customs, there were 
1500 bales of silk on board, which was worth Tls.450,000, and 200 chests of tea, which was worth 
Tls.40,000. In the telegram from Robert Hart to James Duncan Campbell, the Customs’ Non-resident 
Secretary at London (Peking, October 23, 1892), in Xiafei Chen and Rongfang Han eds., Archives of 
China’s Imperial Maritime Customs: confidential correspondence between Robert Hart and James Duncan 
Campbell, 1874-1907 (Beijing: Foreign Language Press, 1990), 932. 
3 Hongkong Telegraph, October 17, 1892. 
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as opportunity afforded, either at Hongkong or Shanghai.4 A Shanghai paper observed 

deep sorrow among the Shanghai residents. Although other marine disasters occurring 

within the last few years in the neighbourhood had higher casualties, the wreck of 

Bokhara had never been so tragic. “The annihilation of eleven of Hongkong’s picked 

cricketers, returning after a hard-fought match and the incidental festivities, strikes the 

imagination with peculiar force. Many of us knew them personally, and all of us knew 

them by name, and they were to us not merely so many individual cricketers, they were 

the representatives in the great English game, of our neighbour and ally, the English 

colony of Hongkong.”5 

 

Figure 0.1: Hongkong and Shanghai cricket teams in 1892 before the wreck of the Bokhara 

Source: The Illustrated London News, December 3, 1892 

 

This inter-port match highlighted the close connection between Shanghai and 

                                                 
4 Arnold Wright and H. A. Cartwright, Twentieth Century Impressions of Hongkong, Shanghai, and other 
Treaty Ports of China: the history, people, commerce, industries, and resources (London: Lloyd’s Greater 
Britain Publishing Co., 1908), 253-254. 
5 The North China Daily News (hereafter, NCDN), October 20, 1892, the editorial. 
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Hongkong in nineteenth-century China. The commercial tie between these two 

“port-towns” was a field, among others, which had been best studied. Scholars like John 

King Fairbank, Kwang-Ching Liu, and Yen-Ping Hao had examined the booming China 

trade in the nineteenth century, originated mainly at these two ports. Even the renowned 

firms founded at Canton before the Opium War, such as Jardine, Matheson & Co., Dent 

& Co., and Russell & Co., extended their nexus of commerce with a base in either 

Shanghai or Hongkong.6 The two ports attained the leading status as prime entrepôts in 

China trade since the 1860s.7 As pointed out by Hao, there was great improvement in 

means of communication during this period: the opening of the Suez Canal in 1869, 

together with the advent and maturing of steam navigation and telegraph.8 Meanwhile, 

the clustering and growing of major commercial firms at Hongkong and Shanghai had 

made them the two pivotal centers in the “treaty system”. The establishment of the 

Hongkong and Shanghai Bank (later the Hongkong and Shanghai Banking Corporation, 

HSBC) in 1865, a year before the first inter-port cricket match, was another vivid 

example of the inter-port connection, revealing that the close relation of the two cities 

was not only in recreational activities, but also in money and information.9

                                                 
6 Fairbank, Trade and Diplomacy on the China Coast: the opening of the treaty ports, 1842-1854 (Stanford: 
Stanford University Press, 1969); Murphy, The Outsiders: the Western experience in India and China (Ann 
Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1977); Liu, Anglo-American Steamship Rivalry in China, 1862-1874 
(Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1962); Hao, The Commercial Revolution in Nineteenth-century 
China: the rise of Sino-Western mercantile capitalism (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1986). 
7 For a comprehensive introduction on the emergence of shipping industry in Hongkong, see Yue-biao Xu 
(徐曰彪), “The rise of modern shipping industry in Hong Kong (近代香港航運業的興起),” in Academia 
Historica eds., A summary of symposium on Hong Kong, Macao and Modern China (港澳與近代中國學術

研討會論文集) (Taipei: Academia Historica, 2000), 191-232. 
8 Hao, “The intensification of competition,” ibid, 163-211. 
9 Frank H. H. King, Catherine E. King, and David J. S. King. The History of the Hongkong and Shanghai 
Banking Corporation, vol. 1, The Hongkong Banking in Late Imperial China, 1864-1902, on an even keel 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987). 

 In contrast to 

previous studies in shipping and banking, which focused on the rivalry among these 

commercial firms, this dissertation emphasizes their cooperation in mitigating and 
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minimizing typhoon hazards. 

Prosperity of both Shanghai and Hongkong in the 1860s witnessed the rise of the 

shipping-insurance complex, which specifically connected commercial interests with 

meteorology. Thereafter, a large number of foreign firms became engaged in steam 

shipping in the China Seas. According to Kwang-Ching Liu, shipping business was long 

the only significant field in China trade since the development of foreign-owned mines, 

cotton textile mills, and railroads did not begin until the 1890s.10 It was why Yan-ping 

Hao titled his study on the history of nineteenth-century China trade as “mercantile 

capitalism.” The core of this mercantile capitalism was the horizontal integration of 

shipping and marine insurance, which was not uncommon before the 1860s. Take the 

most renowned, Jardine, Matheson & Co., for example. The Company held and ran the 

earliest insurance office in China, the Canton Insurance Society, which was founded at 

Canton in 1805 by the Company’s former partners. Another renowned firm in old China 

trade, the Dent & Co., established the Union Insurance Society of Canton in 1835. These 

two Canton-based insurance offices continued to dominate the local insurance business 

after the Opium War. It was not until the 1860s that other marine insurance companies 

were set up at Hongkong or Shanghai. New competitors included the Yangtsze Insurance 

Association established in 1862 by Russell & Co. (Shanghai); the North China Insurance 

Co. founded in 1863 (Shanghai); and the China Trader’s Insurance Co. set up in 1865 

(Hongkong). 11

                                                 
10 Liu, “Steamship enterprise in nineteenth-century China,” in Journal of Asian Studies, 18:4 (1959), 
435-455. 
11 China Mail, November 22, 1866, CHINA TRADERS’ INSURANCE COMPANY, LIMITED. 

 The clustering of new marine insurance offices reflected booming 

prosperity of the industry in the 1860s. No wonder a Shanghai press observed in 1868 

that the marine insurance business “seems to be the one thing in the Far East that has 
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never had its period of adversity.”12 These local insurance companies, with bases in 

Shanghai and Hongkong, raised their capital through the stock market in Hongkong since 

the late 1870s.13

The community’s specific practice and culture with regard to the knowledge of 

atmospheric environment was the focus of this dissertation. I want to argue that there was 

an extension of such identity, which included multiple ports, at least of Shanghai and 

Hongkong. This “inter-port community,” and their distinctive idea and practice about 

weather, had dynamically co-constituted each other. Both were enabled by the revolution 

of communication in the second half of the nineteenth century. Submarine telegraphic 

cables, daily newspapers, postal systems, and the shuttling steamers had closely 

connected the coastal ports along the China Seas. Both the identity of the inter-port 

community and their meteorology were simultaneously “imagined” and defined through 

this confluence of means of communication. These means had fostered and intensified the 

 

Those associated with the shipping-insurance complex were mainly foreign 

residents sojourned at China’s treaty ports. They considered themselves the “mercantile 

community” and were called the same by the foreign consular and administrative officers. 

As the major pressure group upon foreign diplomatic and administrative authorities in 

Shanghai and Hongkong, this mercantile complex was the principal players in almost 

every aspect in the social life of foreign settlements in China. In those semi-colonial 

enclaves, the extraterritoriality from the Chinese government had secured these 

merchants a system of British laws to protect their property rights and commercial 

activities. 

                                                 
12 NCDN, December 21, 1868. 
13 See regular columns entitled “Commercial Intelligence” in Hongkong newspapers; or Robin Barrie and 
Gretchen Tricker, Shares in Hong Kong: one hundred years of stock exchange trading (Hong Kong: Stock 
Exchange of Hong Kong, 1991). 
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circulation of meteorological knowledge among ports along the China Seas. For the 

nature of typhoons as moving across Western North-Pacific had forged together the 

community’s identity and their “weatherwise” by means of the improvement of 

communication. 

For this joint community among ports, “meteorology” was a source of important 

commercial intelligence, which embedded in their in-person experience of navigation. It 

appeared not as a pedagogical “lesson” between foreigners and the Chinese. The 

distinction was the very nature and manners of meteorology in nineteenth-century 

China.14 Contrary to other knowledge circulated by “go-betweens” such as missionaries, 

the message of the early formation of a typhoon was recognized by the coastal foreign 

communities for their own nautical purpose. The message served in form as the most 

important commercial news, which determined whether their next trip at seas would be 

safe or not.15 The ever-lasting nautical concerns about typhoons could be traced back to 

the time when the first foreign sailors turned up in adjacent seas; and the knowledge of 

these hazards was one of the imperatives in navigation for centuries. The British East 

Indian Company had registered many wrecks caused by the dreaded whirlwind, not only 

typhoons in the “Far East,” but also cyclones in the Indian Ocean.16

                                                 
14 Probably, the few exceptions were some meteorological works translated into Chinese by missionaries. 
For instance, an American South Baptist medical missionary, Dr. Daniel J. MacGowan, under the 
sponsorship of Sir John C. Bowring (then British consul in China and later Governor of Hongkong), wrote 
in Chinese The Law of Storms in China (航海金針, literally, A Golden Guide to Navigation) in 1853. 
15 For brokers in knowledge in the contact zone of 18th and 19th-century China, see Fa-ti Fan, British 
Naturalists in Qing China: science, empire, and cultural encounter (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 
2004); For a recent discussion on the circulation of knowledge by the “go-betweens,” see Simon Schaffer, 
Lissa Roberts, Kapil Raj, and James Delbourgo eds., The Brokered World: go-betweens and the global 
intelligence, 1770-1820 (Sagamore Beach, Watson Publishing International LIC., 2009). 
16 To name a few out of a multitude: in 1786, the Company’s Halsewel, went down with 386 souls. 
Another EIC vessel, the Hartwell, sank in the following year with all hands and a prodigious amount of 
wealth. Then there was the Fanny, lost in the China Sea when heading home, with 46 lives, and the big 
Abergavenny with 300 lives on February 6, 1805. See NCDN, November 15, 1892, WRECK IN THE 
EASTERN SEAS. 

 By mid-nineteenth 
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century, English-language newspapers in Hongkong and Shanghai were dotted with 

records of typhoon encounters. They appeared in the press in the form of truncated 

ship-logs, noting the date of encounter, position of the vessel, shift of winds and 

barometric readings, as well as the loss and damage incurred. It was thus not difficult to 

ascertain that typhoons constituted a perennial threat to seafarers in East Asia. Almost 

every year, seasonal typhoon attacks resulted in loss of lives and properties. In 

consequence, the chief concern of the inter-port residents associated with the 

shipping-insurance complex regarding meteorology was obvious. It was neither “rain or 

shine tomorrow,” nor “flood or draught in the coming season.” The specific anticipation 

on meteorology, if existed, could not be met by meteorology at that time, which was still 

trying to claim its independence from astronomy.17

Scholars in social history of science had explored meteorology in the context of 

modern Europe. Jan Golinski had examined the popular participation in the making of 

meteorological knowledge with the wide distribution of barometers and other instruments 

in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. The “barometer mania” and the populated 

observers in England as well as other European countries had made the knowledge of 

 However, there existed a popular 

confidence or faith in the benefit that science and technology could give. With the 

advancement in the theory of storms and the transmission of typhoon warnings by 

telegraph, the inter-port sojourners by the 1870s believed that they could avail themselves 

to minimize the threat of the dreaded catastrophes at seas. 

                                                 
17 For a discussion on the mix-up of astronomy and meteorology, see John L. Davis, “Weather forecasting 
and the development of meteorological theory at the Paris Observatory, 1853-1878,” in Annals of Science, 
41 (1984), 359-382. For a further study of the combination of “meteor-ology,” both terrestrial and 
extraterrestrial, in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, see Vladimir Jankovic, Reading the Skies: a 
cultural history of English weather, 1650-1820 (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2001). The 
application of the thermo-dynamic theory to meteorology was a new idea in the early twentieth century, see 
Gisela Kutzbach, The Thermo Theory of Cyclones: a history of meteorological thought in the nineteenth 
century (Boston: American Meteorological Society, c1979). 
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meteorology more contesting than a story surrounding elite scientists. 18  Katherine 

Anderson’s Predicting the Weather had examined various genres of meteorological 

knowledge in England and British India, from almanacs, weather wisdom to weather 

charts. She found that meteorology in Victorian Britain was a “science of expectations, 

not only in the literal sense that it dealt with statements about future weather, but also 

figuratively, in that it summarized what Victorians thought science could or should be.”19 

The tension, which arose from the gap between popular expectation and meteorology’s 

poor forecast capacity in its infancy, did exist in the East Asian maritime context. Same as 

the Victorians observed by Anderson, foreign communities in China shared a Baconian 

faith, which assumed the problems of meteorology to be a matter of scale and complexity 

of data collection.20

This inter-port community seemed never be an entity for any historical narrative 

both in the general history and the history of science of nineteenth-century China. For 

previous national historiography, they were the representatives of foreign imperial powers 

in the treaty ports. Previous studies on the treaty-port world had examined the political 

 This dissertation tries to explore how residents in the foreign 

settlements in nineteenth-century China exerted this expectation in their specific nautical 

context. By examining the tension between the community and their meteorological 

enterprise, which included instruments, commercial, meteorological, and political 

institutions, in both colonial and semi-colonial contexts, this dissertation uncovers the 

idea and practice of science in “off-shore” China in the nineteenth century. 

                                                 
18 Golinski, “Barometer of Change: Meteorological Instruments as Machines of Enlightenment,” in 
William Clark, Jan Golinski and Simon Shaffer eds., The Sciences in Enlightened Europe (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1999), 69-93; Golinski, British Weather and the Climate of Enlightenment. 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2007). 
19 Anderson, Predicting the Weather: Victorians and the science of meteorology (Chicago: Chicago 
University Press, 2005), 285. 
20 Anderson, ibid. 
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histories focusing on foreign diplomatic and military officers; and studied educational 

schemes of various missionaries of different denominations, especially of the Protestants. 

Merchants were scarcely the main narrative subject of any history out of the commercial 

realm. In fact, businessmen made up the majority of the foreign population in the 

settlements. In a census conducted in 1851, there were 256 British subjects residing in 

Shanghai. Among the 206 male residents, there were 31 merchants and 44 mercantile 

assistants. If we added the 91 mariners as commercial associates, mercantile men would 

amount to 82% of the British male population at Shanghai.21

The revolution of communication in the second half of the nineteenth century 

enabled the formation of both this inter-port community and their specific practice of 

 In addition to being the 

mass majority, merchants in the treaty-port world exerted significant influence on 

respective political constitutions. In Shanghai, the municipal councils of both the 

International and the French settlements were composed mainly of eminent merchants. In 

Hongkong, commercial leaders from major foreign firms, such as the Jardine, Madison & 

Co., were always active in the Legislative Council of the British Colonial Government of 

Hongkong. At both Shanghai and Hongkong, the Chamber of Commerce comprising 

merchants of different nationalities was the most influential society in almost every 

aspect of their social life. It would be misguiding to discuss a social history of science 

and technology in treaty-port China without taking merchants as the main players. A 

“proper” meteorology was defined and configured by the mercantile community, whose 

entity and agency in science seemed never to be appreciated by any historian of 

nineteenth-century China. 

                                                 
21 The North China Herald, May 3, 1851. The rest included 5 government officers, 10 professional men, 9 
missionaries, 5 storekeepers, 6 artisans, and 5 servants. 



 10 

meteorology. Submarine telegraphic cables, newspapers and the shuttling steamers had 

closely connected the coastal ports along the China Seas. The employment of submarine 

telegraph in the 1860s and 1870s had made a breakthrough in meteorology all over the 

world and furthered the mercantile community’s optimistic expectation in weather 

forecasts. The so-called synoptic method was made possible by telegraph. Data were 

telegraphically transmitted from various observation sites over an extensive area to a 

central station at which daily weather charts were made. Prior to this, extensive 

meteorological data were compiled through post with a speed slower than the movement 

of weather phenomenon (for instance, air mass). 22  Granting a more speedy data 

distribution, telegraph also significantly enabled the timely warning of bad weather. 

However, the cost of telegraph and the need for a large network of simultaneous 

observations seemed to outweigh individual private observers. It was thus why almost 

every telegraphic meteorological network in the nineteenth century was operated by 

nation-states.23

 Newspapers, the major reference materials of this dissertation, also served as 

principal means for forging an inter-port telegraphic meteorology. Telegraphed weather 

 In contrast, the “telegraphic meteorology” in nineteenth-century China 

was initiated and operated at the hands of the inter-port community without a formal, 

monolithic government. As this dissertation will demonstrate, the British Empire in China, 

both its formal and informal sections, did its share by establishing an observatory at 

Hongkong, extending its telegraphic observation network over China. Nonetheless, the 

effort was greatly contested by the local inter-port community. 

                                                 
22 See “synoptic” in Encyclopedia Britannica. 
23 For instance, in the United States, the Signal Corps of the Army established the first government 
telegraphic network of meteorological observation in 1870, and became the forerunner of the U.S. Weather 
Bureau. European countries had also employed telegraph in weather forecasts following the model of the 
United States. See James Rodger Fleming, Meteorology in America, 1800-1870 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1990), 141-162; Anderson, ibid, 44-45. 
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news was carried daily in the local press at both Shanghai and Hongkong since the 1870s, 

at the courtesy of telegraph companies, which transmitted weather telegrams free of 

charge. It was the press that coordinated mercantile initiatives for establishing and 

sponsoring meteorological observatories. By inter-port exchange and reprint of most 

recent news, readers at Shanghai and Hongkong were kept abreast of the progress of 

respective meteorological faculties. They compared between respective observatories in 

terms of their issue of typhoon warnings. Commendation or criticism was delivered after 

the comparison, and was sent to local newspapers, through which the shipping-insurance 

complex made frequent suggestions for further improvement of the weather service. 

Newspapers thus served to channel a public desire and expectation about the 

commencement and operation of telegraphic meteorology. The median role of 

newspapers was more than a local phenomenon of an individual port. The shuttling 

steamers had circulated local papers among the coastal ports.24 Hence, newspapers of 

Shanghai and Hongkong, as well as those of other minor ports, shared almost the same 

coasting intelligence regarding weather and constituted together a common public 

opinion regarding what a proper China-coast meteorology should be.25 Simon J. Porter 

had pointed out that the last three decades of the nineteenth century saw the formation of 

a British “imperial press system,” which corresponded to the worldwide circulation of 

knowledge, ideas, personnel and money in Britain and its colonies such as Canada, 

Australia, New Zealand and South Africa.26

                                                 
24 The P. & O. steamer Lady Mary Wood was the first regular steamer shuttling between Shanghai and 
Hongkong since 1850. 
25 For a bibliographical survey of China-coast newspapers of the nineteenth century, see Frank H. H. King 
(景復朗) and Prescott Clarke eds., A Research Guide to China-Coast Newspapers, 1822-1911 (晚清西文報

紙導要) (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1965). For a brief introduction of the foreign-owned press 
both at Hongkong and Shanghai, see Wright and Cartwright, op. cit., 343-367. 

 I want to narrow down Porter’s point to a 

26 Porter, News and the British World: the emergence of an imperial press system, 1876-1922 (Oxford: 
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minor scale, emphasizing the inter-port section in East Asia. The “inter-port press 

system” was of primary importance to telegraphic meteorology. 

 

 
Figure 0.2: Major English-language newspapers in nineteenth-century Hongkong and Shanghai 

Source: King and Clarke, op. cit. (1965). 

 

The newspapers circulated among ports served as a valuable resource for our 

exploration of the social history of meteorology in nineteenth-century China. These 

commercial papers recorded almost every move of important individuals and institutions 

in China-coast meteorology. In addition to reporting news of observatories at Shanghai 

and Hongkong, the newspapers had detailed the meetings of the Chambers of Commerce, 

the municipal and colonial administrations, and different branches of the Royal Asiatic 

Society, as well as the shareholders’ meeting of major commercial firms. 

Correspondences between these individuals and institutions were usually reprinted in the 

press. The leading articles in the papers provided opinions and comments on almost every 

important event, which were taken seriously by the authorities. Newspapers had thus 

                                                                                                                                                  
Clarendon Press, 2003); Porter, “Webs, Networks, and Systems: globalization and the mass media in the 
nineteenth- and twentieth-century British Empire,” in The Journal of British Studies, 46:3 (2007), 621-646. 
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revealed the social fabric of respective port-cities and their interconnection. The 

China-coast meteorology was one of the persistent focuses of the newspapers because it 

was a matter of life or death. Through newspapers, a public want of an efficient 

typhoon-warning service was framed and revised. The communication between directors 

of observatories and laypersons was engaged in the press. In fact, newspapers, as well as 

other periodicals mainly published by missionaries, served as the media for the study of 

Sinology, which included knowledge of natural history in China. 27

The way how meteorology of China was confined to “coast” meteorology and 

focused on typhoon warnings revealed the very influence of the inter-port communication. 

It was this communication on what should be the meteorological “matter of fact” in 

nineteenth-century China.

 Knowledge of 

typhoon was their constant topic. By the inter-port distribution of periodicals, knowledge 

about China was transmitted between ports and went beyond the societal fabric of any 

individual port. 

28

                                                 
27 Fa-ti Fan, “Science in cultural borderlands: methodological reflections on the study of science, European 
imperialism, and cultural encounter,” in East Asian Science, Technology and Society: an international 
journal 1:2 (2007), 213-231. 
28 Regarding the social definition of “matter of fact,” see Steven Shapin and Simon Schaffer, Leviathan 
and the Air-Pump: Hobbes, Boyle, and the experimental life (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1985). 

 The linked communication of respective ports had defined 

the very content of the work of their incipient observatories. In contrast to previous 

historical study of meteorology as a Victorian science or an imitation of the U.S. model of 

state-operated meteorological network, the counterpart in China was of a quite different 

nature. It worked in a “motley,” if not cosmopolitan, extraterritorial society, in which 

formal states seemed play no significant role. There was, of course, a global circulation of 

methods and knowledge in weather forecasts regarding the warning of storms, but it was 

difficult to diffuse certain existing protocols to the colonial and semi-colonial contexts at 
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China coasts. With commercial newspapers, the dominant interest of mercantile marine 

of various nationalities had secured the issuing of typhoon warnings as an imperative of 

commercial intelligence as to navigation security. 

Several works had significantly contextualized history of science, or better, history 

of knowledge about nature, in the progress of world economy. Harold J. Cook had 

demonstrated the role of commerce in defining “matter of fact” in medicine and natural 

history in the Dutch Golden Age.29

It was not surprising to find the integration of such mercantile “interloping” on the 

weather service with the prevailing discourse of civilization in the second half of the 

nineteenth century. This discourse of civilization in the colonial context, especially its 

relation to the achievement of science and technology, was discussed by Mike Adas’ 

Machines as the Measure of Men.

 He argued that the rise of the global economy had 

accompanied a shift in the valuing of specific kind of knowledge. A new philosophy from 

the Dutch merchants took a deep interest in natural facts because they were essential to 

their businesses all over the world, especially those associated with the Dutch East India 

Company (VOC). This commercial turn in the taste of knowledge about nature was the 

main theme of my dissertation. In the case of meteorology of nineteenth-century China, 

the agenda setting for the newly established observatories was dictated by commercial 

interest with emphasis on meteorology, or more specifically, on typhoon warnings, rather 

than astronomy, and other kindred sciences. 

30

                                                 
29 Cook, Matters of Exchange: commerce, medicine, and science in the Dutch Golden Age (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 2007). 
30 Michael Adas, Machines as the Measure of Men: science, technology, and ideologies of Western 
dominance (Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1989). 

 Indeed, the success in providing timely typhoon 

warnings was the achievement of science and technology, which involved knowledge of 

atmosphere, electricity, and steam. It also depended on the use of telegraph, especially the 
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cutting-edge technology of submarine cables since the 1870s. Transportation by 

steam-powered vessels benefitted most from prompt issue of typhoon warning, while 

steam-printed newspapers enabled a wider distribution of warnings. Together with 

progress in medicine such as the advent of the germ theory in the 1880s, contemporary 

foreigners in Shanghai and Hongkong had a superior and optimistic idea of advanced and 

advancing civilization. A daily newspaper column reporting the weather condition was 

considered “a recognized want of civilization.” The word “want” as a noun, a usage 

seemed prevailing in the nineteenth century, has plural implications. It may mean 

deficiency, need, desire or wish. The way how, where, and by whom, the China-coast 

meteorology was negotiated and recognized in a constant dialogue as a lack and necessity 

of civilization, and how this was fulfilled in the inter-port mercantile context was the 

topic of this dissertation. 

 The contents of this dissertation are arranged spatially, chronologically and 

thematically. The first two chapters deal with the telegraphic meteorology in Shanghai; 

the following two discuss that of Hongkong; and the final chapter further includes Manila 

in the discussion. The role of an active inter-port community will unify all these chapters 

but every chapter has its respective themes. The theme of Chapter 1 is the media, 

demonstrating how the media-enhanced “public opinion” worked in the beginning of 

telegraphic meteorology. Local newspapers of Shanghai played the initiative role in the 

organization of the “China Coast Meteorological Service (CCMS),” which was proposed 

in 1881 by the Shanghai General Chamber of Commerce. With the newly laid telegraphic 

connection which linked the East Asian continental coasts to the Philippines, from where 

typhoons usually came, the mercantile community at Shanghai had tried to organize a 

meteorological network for both observation and forecast. This idea met with the 
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trajectory of an already existing institution: a Jesuit observatory at Zikawei, near 

Shanghai, which was sketched by its Jesuit director to be the central station in the 

proposed network. The Observatory and the Chamber soon convened a meeting which 

was attended by the telegraphic authority and major shipping companies at Shanghai. The 

most difficult part of their common goal was the uncertain attitude of the Chinese 

Maritime Customs, which were supposed to provide observation data collected at their 

scattered custom stations and lighthouses where regular observations used to be made. 

The chapter demonstrated how the newspaper became a medium for the Shanghai 

mercantile community to persuade or, more precisely, compel the Customs to cooperate 

within the scheme. 

Chapter 2 deals with the consequential practice of the new public weather service at 

Shanghai. The fledging but contested authority of the Zikawei Observatory within the 

Shanghai mercantile community in the 1880s is the topic of this chapter. I want to argue 

that the mercantile community had framed the routine content of the unprecedented 

public weather service provided by the Zikawei Observatory. It was a private institution 

established by French Jesuits. Its weather service was first sponsored by local insurance 

companies and then by the French Municipal Council. The compelled support of the 

Chinese Imperial Maritime Customs enabled the director of the Observatory to formally 

secure the institution’s central status in the incipient CCMS. However, not everyone was 

ready to grant Zikawei the leading position. Its founding director had confronted many 

interrogations from the Shanghai mercantile community, as well as from other 

meteorological authorities of East Asia, mainly from Hongkong and Manila. With the 

establishment of a meteorological semaphore and a time-ball at the Bund of the French 

Settlement at Shanghai in 1884, Zikawei’s weather forecasting and time service were 
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both further criticized by various correspondences in newspapers. During the 

Franco-Chinese War, the routine presentation format of meteorological data from Zikawei 

in newspapers was changed to the metric system. However, such change without prior 

notice aroused resentment from the residents at Shanghai who were used to the English 

measure since the first presence of foreign settlements in the early nineteenth century. 

The intensified dialogue between the French Jesuit director and his English readers 

revealed what science meant to them. 

Chapter 3 shifts the arena to Hongkong and focuses on crucial technology in the 

China-coast meteorology, i.e., the telegraph. It demonstrates how the mercantile 

community at Hongkong secured the regular reception of Manila telegrams of typhoon 

warnings in the early 1880s. It was a time before the establishment of the Hongkong 

Observatory; a period with no governmental meteorologists yet in that Colony. The 

absence of professional scientists allowed us an opportunity to observe how “amateurs” 

employed the cutting-edge technology of submarine telegraphic cables to safeguard 

themselves. The inter-port communication through the exchange of correspondence in 

newspapers both of British Hongkong and Spanish Manila gave birth to an unprecedented 

inter-colonial protocol of sending typhoon warnings. Another Jesuit Observatory at 

Manila rose as the most important typhoon reporter for its close proximity to the origin of 

typhoons. Under this inter-colonial communication for a “recognized” proper use of a 

new technology, this chapter demonstrates how the recognition was made in the 

commercial context. 

Chapter 4 deals with the empire, probing into what an empire, especially one on 

which the sun never set, meant to telegraphic meteorology in the last quarter of the 

nineteenth-century China. The British Empire, as this chapter points out, did act in 



 18 

response to the ongoing scheme for the CCMS based at Shanghai. To be independent 

from the CCMS, the Secretary of Lloyd’s of London had mobilized the British 

government, both at home and at its Crown Colony in East Asia, to set up a parallel 

data-collecting network. An astronomer endorsed by the British Royal Society was 

appointed to found the Observatory at Hongkong, aiming to become the only government 

central observatory of China. The small island colony was never an issue to these 

imperial scheme-makers, for there was already the Chinese Imperial Maritime Customs, 

which was mainly staffed by Britons and had its observation stations at almost every 

treaty port and lighthouse in China. The existing meteorological instruments employed by 

the Customs were all purchased from London under the supervision of British 

meteorological authorities. These patterned instruments could be conveniently integrated 

into the second network based at Hongkong. The cooperation of the Customs was thus a 

sin qua non to the Hongkong project. The imperial initiative on the Hongkong 

Observatory opined that the new Observatory would be the head of the Customs’ stations. 

The first director was assigned in 1883 a meteorological mission to coordinate and 

standardize observation methods among the Customs’ stations. With the help of the 

British Consular officers in China, he stopped by several ports with the Customs’ stations 

along the coast of south China and the bank of the Yangtze River, inspected and 

calibrated meteorological instruments. However, this effort of making a standard modus 

operandi over the British informal empire in China seemed not appreciated by the 

mercantile community. For they soon realized that the new Observatory at the British 

Crown Colony and its extensive connection to other ports could scarcely improve the 

efficiency of typhoon warning. After several failures on typhoon prediction in the 

following years, the independence of the British network was criticized as a lack of 
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reciprocity between the founding director and his confrere forecasters at Shanghai and 

Manila. 

 Chapter 5 deals with the controversies of the first-generation of weather forecasters 

in Shanghai, Hongkong, and Manila, illustrating the inter-port public context of 

telegraphic meteorology at the turn of the century. By cross-referencing newspapers 

issued at respective ports, performance of each observatory director became the common 

ground for inter-port comparison. With focus on two controversies between the first 

director of the Hongkong Observatory and his Jesuit confreres at Shanghai and Manila, 

ideas such as the supposed reciprocity between fellow scientists, meteorological 

sovereignty over a distinctive “national” territory, were all interrogated by the efficiency 

demand on typhoon warnings from the inter-port mercantile community. The 

cantankerous personality of the director at Hongkong was deemed the agitator of those 

messes, which blinded the opportunity to see the significant agents as well as the 

underflows, intersection, and dynamics of the mercantile shipping and insurance interests 

in science and technology in nineteenth-century China. The inter-port mercantile 

community had closely umpired these disputes. Having specific criterion of efficiency in 

typhoon warnings, which were constantly carried in the newspapers, the inter-port 

community was not outside observers upon disputes between scientists. By forming a 

public forum, or sphere, in communication on the issue regarding atmospheric 

disturbances, the community had successfully reiterated the old saying: everybody is his 

own meteorologist! 
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Chapter One: The Beginning of the Inter-Port Meteorology 
 

 This chapter deals with the articulation of a network for meteorological observation 

along the China coast from 1869 to 1882. It argues that the English-language press in 

Shanghai and Hong Kong was the key link between respective individuals and 

institutions in the meteorological scheme. Shortly after a severe typhoon in 1881, the 

Shanghai General Chamber of Commerce proposed a meteorological scheme for 

coordinating meteorological observations along the China coast so as to make possible 

typhoon forecasting transmitted by telegraphic cables. This chapter demonstrates how the 

foreign mercantile community mobilized resources, including telegraph and newspapers, 

to realize the scheme. The most significant step was their persuading a reluctant 

meteorological observer—Sir Robert Hart, the Inspector General of the Chinese Imperial 

Maritime Customs, who initiated the Customs’ meteorological project in 1869—to 

cooperate within the scheme. I want to argue that it was a “public opinion” envisioned in 

newspapers which included somewhat forcibly the earlier efforts by Hart. The pressure 

put on Hart had revealed the very content of the information and idea about meteorology 

in the hybrid context of colony and semi-colony. 

 Recent research on history of science has started to examine meteorology with its 

social implications in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century Europe.31

                                                 
31 Jan Golinski, Barometer of Change: Meteorological Instruments as Machines of Enlightenment. In The 
Sciences in Enlightened Europe, eds. William Clark, Jan Golinski and Simon Shaffer (Chicago: The 
University of Chicago Press, 1999), 69-93; Golinski, British Weather and the Climate of Enlightenment 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2007); Vladimir Janković, Reading the Skies: A Cultural History of 
English Weather, 1650-1820 (Chicago: Chicago University Press, 2000); Katherine Anderson, Predicting 
the Weather: Victorians and the Science of Meteorology (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005). 

 This new approach in 

social history of science did not touch on the meteorology of nineteenth-century China. 

Previous historiography on this subject comprised histories of three institutions, namely 
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the meteorological observation work within the Chinese Imperial Maritime Customs 

initiated by Robert Hart in 1869,32 the establishment of the Zikawei Observatory by 

French Jesuit fathers at Shanghai in the 1870s,33 and the relatively late establishment of 

the Hongkong Observatory in 1884. 34  Kevin P. MacKeown’s Early China Coast 

Meteorology has recently explored the role of Hong Kong, focusing on the stormy career 

of the first director of the Hongkong Observatory.35

Dealing with all the above institutions in a cogent and coherent narrative is a 

daunting task. Hence, most previous studies, despite exploring some interrelations of 

these three institutions, scarcely touched on the societies within which these institutions 

were embedded. They were institutional histories in respective colonial and semi-colonial 

settings. In terms of their origin and location, the Customs and the two Observatories 

were indeed three distinctive institutions. The Customs was one of the official branches 

in the Qing government, with its meteorological stations located at treaty ports along the 

coasts of China and the banks of Yangtze River; the Zikawei Observatory was a private 

Jesuit institute at the suburb of Shanghai, six miles away from the Bund of foreign 

settlements; and Hongkong was a formal British colony and its Observatory was set up 

 

                                                 
32 Catherine Ladds and Robert Bickers, The Meteorological Work of the Chinese Maritime Customs 
Service, 1869-1947 (Report to British Meteorological Office, 2008); Marlon Zhu, Imperial Maritime 
Customs and the Establishment of the Network of Meteorological Observation in the Typhoon Area, The 
Modern Transformation of Typhoon Knowledge (近代颱風知識的轉變, Master Thesis of the Department 
of History, National Taiwan University, 2000.) 
33 Lewis Pyenson, Civilizing Mission: exact sciences and French overseas expansion, 1830-1940. 
(Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1993), 157-206; Augustín Udías, Searching the Heavens and 
the Earth: the History of Jesuit Observatories. (Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 2003), 158-168. 
34 Leonard Starbuck, A brief general history of the Royal Observatory, containing extracts from 
contemporary records, annual reports and memoranda. (Hong Kong: Govt. Printer, 1951); Anthony Dyson, 
From Time-Ball to Atomic Clock: (Hong Kong: Royal Observatory, 1983); Ho Pui-yin, Weathering the 
Storm: Hong Kong Observatory and Social Development (Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 2003), 
146-176; P. Kevin MacKeown, “William Doberck: a stormy career founding the Hong Kong Observatory,” 
Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society Hong Kong Branch, 44(2004): 5-39. 
35 MacKeown, Early China Coast Meteorology: the role of Hong Kong (Hong Kong: Hong Kong 
University Press, 2010). 
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by the colonial authority. 

In contrast, I want to demonstrate that these three institutions in China existed in a 

joint arena for their meteorological enterprise, which was larger than their isolated niches. 

Two causes had connected these three scattered institutions together. First, they were 

sentinels to a common enemy----typhoons, which trans-regionally ravaged the coasts of 

Northwestern Pacific. These moving whirlwinds usually started, as they do today, from 

the northeast seas of Luzon, heading northwest and then “recurved” (a word used by 

nineteenth-century typhoon specialists) to the north and northeast. It was very often that 

at least two of the above institutions were hit by the same typhoon. This cross-regional 

movement of typhoon had caused much alarm to these meteorological institutions at the 

same time. In addition to instant warning, they interrelated and interacted with each other, 

sharing typhoon data and other meteorological messages. 

Furthermore, an inter-port group of audience, who received, judged at and benefited 

from the meteorological output of the three institutions, was gradually forming. Their 

typhoon warnings and the subsequent analyses of their possible tracks before and after 

the strike were common subject matter in public conversation. From the first issue of the 

China-coast newspapers, a time before the establishment of any of the three institutions, 

maritime experience with typhoon was an often-seen topic in the press.36

                                                 
36 For a bibliographical survey of China coast newspapers of the nineteenth century, see Frank H. H. King 
(景復朗) and Prescott Clarke eds., A Research Guide to China-Coast Newspapers, 1822-1911 (晚清西文報

紙導要) (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1965). For a brief introduction of the foreign-owned press 
both at Hongkong and Shanghai, see Wright and Cartwright, op. cit., 343-367. 

 In every 

typhoon season, encountering cases were furnished by shipmasters to the local press. 

Most of them, in form of abstracts of ship-logs, appeared as regular columns of “shipping 

intelligence.” This important information, as well as other big news, was promptly 
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reprinted by the press at other places where English-language newspapers were published. 

Typhoon encountering news was thus circulated by steamers shuttling regularly between 

Shanghai, Hongkong, and other minor ports. The term “inter-port community” referred to 

this common audience before the inauguration of their formal meteorological faculties. 

Members of this community were people associated with telegraphic, shipping and 

marine insurance industries. An inter-port circulation of information enabled by 

newspapers and telegrams had shaped and benefited the inter-port community. It is not 

difficult to ascertain that, in the minds of the coastal residents in the foreign settlements 

of nineteenth-century China, the raison d’être of “their” meteorological institutions was 

to forecast the devastating whirlwinds. For a study of meteorology in nineteenth-century 

China, typhoon was a common enemy and the common audience sharing the same 

typhoon intelligence made it imperative to deal with the three institutions in this newly 

emerged public sphere. 

An inter-port community of Shanghai and Hongkong and other minor ports had been 

constantly defined in such information circuit of typhoons. Within the transmission of 

inter-port information flow, the community recognized typhoons as the permanent threat 

and sponsored the subsequent meteorological proceedings. The boundary of this 

inter-port community was larger than the aggregate of the Chinese Imperial Maritime 

Customs and the two Observatories at Shanghai and Hongkong. Separately, they called 

themselves and were also called the “mercantile community” at each port. This chapter 

will demonstrate that, through the public opinion mediated by newspapers circulated 

among ports, the Shanghai branch of this community had included Robert Hart’s earlier 

efforts into Zikawei’s unified observation scheme of China-coast meteorology. 

Newspapers, in this case, became the organ of the inter-port mercantile interest and the 
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arena for channeling merchants’ ideas of what should be a recognized appropriate 

meteorology for them. 

 

Alienated Earlier Meteorological Efforts by Robert Hart 

 It is odd for a government taxation office to be assigned the work of meteorological 

observation. Nevertheless, the Chinese Imperial Maritime Customs in the 1870s might be 

an exception. The head of the Customs, Sir Robert Hart, might be the first to propose a 

meteorological work within his functional authority and, more ambitious, an interregional 

meteorological collaboration in the West Pacific Rim.37 At the end of 1869, the dawn 

before a telegraph cable was to be laid along the China coast,38 Hart initiated in his 

Circular an idea for meteorological observations to be conducted by the Customs, 

instructing his subordinate commissioners (who were all Europeans of the foreign 

inspectorate) at 14 ports to prepare for making meteorological observations in their 

respective customs station.39

                                                 
37 For an introduction of the Chinese Imperial Maritime Customs, see L. K. Little, introduction to The I. G, 
in Peking: letters of Robert Hart, Chinese Maritime Customs, 1868-1907, eds. John King Fairbank, 
Katherine Frost Bruner and Elizabeth MacLeod Matheson (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1975), 
1-38. 
38 A British Telegraphic Company (later the Eastern Extension Telegraph Company) had linked Singapore 
and Hong Kong with a telegraphic cable, and tried to stretch it to Shanghai in the year of 1869. See Jorma 
Ahvenainen, The Far Eastern Telegraph: the history of telegraphic communications between the Far East, 
Europe, and America before the First World War (Helsinki: Suomalainen Tiedeakatemia, 1981); Zhang 
Zhong, The Transfer of Network Technology to China, 1860-1898 (Ph. D. dissertation, University of 
Pennsylvania, 1989.); Erik Baark, Lightning Wires: the telegraph and China's technological modernization, 
1860-1890. Contributions in Asian studies, no. 6. (Westport, Conn: Greenwood Press.1997). 
39 These fourteen ports were Niuchuang (牛庄), Tientsin (天津), Chefoo (芝罘), Shanghai (上海), 
Chinkiang (鎮江), Kiukiang (九江), Hankow (漢口), Ningpo (寧波), Foochow (福州), Tamsui (淡水), 
Takow (打狗), Amoy (廈門), Swatow (汕頭) and Canton (廣州). 

 Hart also proposed setting up a head observatory at Beijing, 

as a branch institute under the Tung-Wen-Guan (同文館), a government college in the 

capital city. The purpose of the project, in Hart’s view, was two-fold. It was both for 

supplementing observation data to “the scientific world,” and, furnishing information of 
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“practical value” to the “seafaring men and others on the Eastern Seas.” 40

 The most practical value of the project—using telegraph to forecast approaching 

storms----was not a new idea in the days of Hart. Henry Piddington, a British captain and 

later a colonial officer in the marine court at Calcutta, first recommended in 1842 that “if 

China was a country under European dominion, a telegraph might, when these storms 

strike the eastern coast, warn those on the southern that they were coming, and in India 

we might often attain the same advantage. Our children may see this done.”

 Hart’s 

two-purpose agenda for the Customs’ meteorological undertaking served two main but 

conflicting motives of nineteenth-century meteorology in China, as the whole dissertation 

will demonstrate. 

41 In the 

United States, William Redfield, Elias Loomis and Joseph Henry also put forward the 

same idea of utilizing telegraph in meteorology from 1846 to 1847. However, it was not 

until 1857 that such idea was put into practice in the United States by the Smithsonian 

Institute. 42

                                                 
40 Robert Hart, Circular No.28 of (November 12) 1869, Statistical Department of Imperial Maritime 
Customs eds., Inspector General’s Circulars: First Series, 1861-75 (Shanghai, 1879). 
41 Henry Piddington, “Sixth memoir on the law of storms in India,” in Journal of the Asiatic Society of 
Bengal, 11:2 (1842), 703, endnote. 
42 Fred Norgate, “The Telegraph in Storm-warnings,” Nature, 10:242 (1874), 125; James Rodger Fleming, 
Meteorology in America, 1800-1870 (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1990), 141-162; “Origin 
of Weather Telegraphy,” The Telegraphic Journal, 2:24 (1874), 77-78. 

 Hart apparently grasped the idea and practice of such “telegraphic 

meteorology”. In 1873, Hart proposed the meteorological project with more specific 

details on the employment of telegraph, especially the newly matured technology of 

submarine cables which just extended to East Asia. He corresponded with 

Governor-Generals of Eastern-Siberia (Russia), Hongkong (England), Manila (Spain), 

Saigon (France), Singapore (England), Java (Holland) and Governors in Yokohama, 

Nagasaki and Bangkok, notifying them of the Customs’ ongoing meteorological project 
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and soliciting their cooperation.43 In these letters, Hart proposed a network for exchange 

weather news among the submarine cable stations between Possiette (the port of 

Vladivostok where the cable landed) and Batavia. 

   

Figure 1.1: Sir Robert Hart, Inspector General of the Chinese Imperial Maritime Customs, 1863-1908 

Source: The Illustrated London News, May 13, 1882 (Left), and Sep.19, 1891(Right). 

 

 Also in 1873, Hart asked his non-resident secretary at London, James Duncan 

Campbell, to consult Sir George Biddell Airy (Astronomer-Royal and President of the 

Royal Society, 1872-1873) and make a list of instruments and registers. Campbell would 

then order for twenty sets of them to be deployed to the Customs’ meteorological stations. 

Hart instructed Campbell to give the plan as much publicity as possible. To this end, Hart 

asked Campbell to widely circulate at London a pamphlet, which comprised Hart’s 

original idea put forward in the Circular, two memorandums from Hart to Campbell 

                                                 
43 Robert Hart, Letter from Hart to Governor-Generals and other administrators in East Asia, May 26, 1873, 
in Documents Relating to 1° The Establishment of Meteorological Stations in China; and 2° Proposals for 
Co-operation in the Publication of Meteorological Observations and Exchange of Weather News by 
Telegraph along the Pacific Coast of Asia, eds. Robert Bickers and Catherine Ladds (Bristol: Chinese 
Maritime Customs Project, Occasional Paper, No.3, 2008). 
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regarding the meteorological tasks to be done under the authority of the Customs,44 the 

letter from Hart to foreign ministers at Beijing, 45  and the letter from Hart to 

Governor-Generals and Governors along the Pacific coast of Asia.46 Moreover, Campbell 

was delegated by the Customs to participate as a representative of China in the First 

International Meteorology Congress in Vienna in September 1873.47

 In the later days, Hart’s ambitious inter-colonial as well as “domestic” 

meteorological scheme proved to be a mere plan on paper. The most important reason 

was that Hart could not find a qualified person to coordinate and implement the entire 

scientific project. Henry Francis Blanford, British Imperial Meteorological Reporter in 

Calcutta, shared the same idea in 1874 that Hart’s scheme was too ambitious, “unless he 

(Hart) could get a man, who thoroughly understands such work, to carry it out.”

 

48

At least four names of possible candidates appeared in the correspondence between 

Hart and Campbell in 1874 and 1875. In denying the application of Wodehouse, a senior 

British officer from the colonial service, Hart addressed to Campbell, “If we employ 

anyone for that, we don’t want an amateur: and I should rather get a man from an 

 Hart 

seemed to know well this point. In the memorandum of March 11, 1873, he mentioned 

that the Customs’ meteorological stations would “in the course of time be connected with 

a Chair of Astronomy in the T’ung-Wen-Kuan or Peking College.” Nevertheless, Hart’s 

aspirations were never realized due to the following reasons. 

                                                 
44 They were memorandums of March 11 1873 and April 15 1873. 
45 Letter from Hart to U.S., Austro-Hungarian, Belgian and Italian Ministers at Beijing, May 31, 1873. 
46 The titile of the pamphlet, see Note 43. Hart’s order was given in the Letter from Hart to Campbell, May 
29, 1873, in Fairbank eds., The I. G. in Peking, 110. 
47 The major task for Campbell at Vienna was attending, on behalf of China, the 1873 International 
Exhibition held in that summer. 
48 Letter from Campbell to Hart, June 12, 1874, in Xiafei Chen, and Jung-jang Han eds., Archives of 
China's Imperial Maritime Customs: confidential, correspondence between Robert Hart and James Duncan 
Campbell, 1874-1907 (Beijing: Foreign Languages Press, 1990), Vol. 1, 30. 
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observatory, either the loan of one to start the stations, or a man who would start the 

stations and then develop into Professor of Astronomy and manage an observatory in 

connection with the T’ung-Wen-Kuan. I wish you’d look about and see if such a man is 

to be found: a young man who wants to make a career----anywhere.”49 An Italian, 

Diamilia Müller, 46 years old, was turned down by Hart for his age and his tone in a letter 

to Hart.50 Ralph Copeland (1837-1905), an astronomer aged 37, was another candidate. 

Although perfectly qualified in Hart’s view as the best one, Copeland was rejected by the 

Qing government in 1876 after Copeland’s more than a yearlong job negotiation with 

Hart.51 One possible alternative for Hart was Dr. Hermann Peter Heinrich Fritsche, a 

German astronomer at Beijing. However, Hart himself refused to offer Fritsche the job 

for Fritsche was backed by Russia.52

There was an inconvenient reason for Hart’s pending on searching a chair of 

astronomy in the early 1870s. As the Foreign Superintendent of the Tung-Wen-Guan, 

Hart recruited several professors on his trip back to Europe in 1866. One of them was 

Baron Johannes Von Gumpach, who was hired to teach mathematics and astronomy in 

Beijing. Nevertheless, the infancy situation of the newly established college dissatisfied 

Gumpach. He then filed a petition against Hart in 1870 before Her Britannic Majesty’s 

Supreme Court in Shanghai. Gumpach accused Hart for the deception on the benefit of 

 

                                                 
49 Hart to Campbell, Feb. 24, 1874, Archives of China's Imperial Maritime Customs, Vol. 1, 5-6. 
50 Campbell to Hart, June 12, 1874, Archives of China's Imperial Maritime Customs, Vol. 1, 30; Hart to 
Campbell, July 18, 1874, ibid, 47. 
51 With this, Hart wrote to Campbell that “The Yamên has backed out of its desire to have a professor of 
Astronomy, and says we must wait. I tell they have lost such a chance as they’ll never have again. They 
reply ‘There’s corn in Egypt’,” in Hart to Campbell, Jan. 26, 1876, Archives of China's Imperial Maritime 
Customs, Vol. 1, 179. 
52 Hart said that “Russia tried to force him (Fritsche) down my throat—or rather to palaver me into 
swallowing him—but I didn’t see it.” In Hart to Campbell, March 13, 1875, Archives of China's Imperial 
Maritime Customs, Vol. 1, 113. Fritsche later became the Acting Professor of Astronomy in the 
Tung-Wen-Guan and the Director of the Imperial Russian Observatory at Beijing in 1878, see the 
North-China Daily News (hereafter NCDN), September 26, 1881; Triennial Calendar of the Tungwen 
College, fourth issue (Peking: 1888), 43. 
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that position, including a library and an observatory promised by Hart for astronomical 

study in addition to the teaching load.53

The public image of this trial culminated a series of tension between Hart and the 

Shanghai mercantile community. Hart’s image in the press of both Shanghai and 

Hongkong had been quite negative since his first appearance as the succeeding Inspector 

General to Horatio Nelson Lay. Rumors carried in newspapers indicated that it was Hart 

who should be responsible for Lay’s dismissal by the Qing government. In 1868, Hart 

was given the titles “a mysterious personage” and “the Wizard of the North, our 

mysterious Merlin-like Inspector of Customs” in the North-China Daily News.

 The plaintiff won with a verdict demanding 

compensation for his loss. 

54

It was thus not surprising to see the major English Newspaper in Shanghai, the 

North-China Daily News (NCDN), published out of the ordinary all statements of witness 

of the case “Gumpach vs. Hart,” including the Court’s denial of Hart’s earlier demurrer 

against the establishment of the trial.

 Such 

tension explains Hart’s reluctance to participate in the meteorological scheme in 1881 as 

proposed by the Shanghai General Chamber of Commerce. Hart refused to merge the 

Customs’ observational faculty into the new scheme based at Shanghai. Hence, it seems 

that the publicity of the trial in 1870 has discredited Hart’s seeking for a director to 

implement his ambitious meteorological scheme in the early 1870s. 

55

                                                 
53 Noteworthy, this promise for the means of study was denied by Hart in the court: “I have no very distinct 
recollection of making use of the word library. I remember the word observatory. But I did not speak of 
either as likely to be in existence within a specific time----but merely as likely to arise when the time came 
for them.” NCDN, April 15, 1870. 
54 NCDN, August 22, 1868; NCDN, November 27, 1868. 
55 NCDN, March 30, April 14-16, 1870. 

 Hart’s main idea of the demurrer was that since 

he was an employee of the Chinese government and what he did in this case was part of 

this job, so he should be exempted from the H.B.M. Supreme Court, which dealt only 
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with cases between foreign, usually British, subjects. However, since the Court overruled 

Hart’s demurrer, the editor of the NCDN commented that this case defined Hart’s 

“undefined” position as the head of the foreign inspectorate of the Chinese Maritime 

Customs, and suggested that “Hart might have been very anxious to get his vague 

position satisfactorily defined, and therefore might have laboured for this end.”56

Stanley F. Wright, a Customs Commissioner who wrote a semi-official biography of 

Hart in 1950, commented on the case of Gumpach vs. Hart that “the verdict of guilty 

given in the Supreme Court at Shanghai was not simply a local triumph for von Gumpach, 

but also--and perhaps much more--a case for jubilation to the anti-Customs fraternity.”

 

57 

According to Hart himself, “the reason for the Shanghai jury’s desire to be down on 

me--or to support von Gumpach--was simply the mercantile ill-will directed personally 

against the Inspector General of Customs for pro-Chinese action.”58

 In contrast to the multitude literature on Victorian sciences and publications, the 

press in nineteenth-century China seemed to serve not as a medium between the incipient 

 

 The two terms “anti-Customs fraternity” and “mercantile ill-will” had, in the 

specific moment of that case, unintentionally demarcated the contemporary boundary of 

the inter-port community, which was crucial to nineteenth-century China-coast 

meteorology. As the case Gumpach vs. Hart showed, newspapers had become an organ of 

the mercantile community in China’s treaty ports and Hongkong, which was made up of 

trading, telegraphic, shipping, and insurance companies. Their collective “will” and 

“fraternity” was manifested in the form of public opinion in the newspapers published 

and circulated at those ports. 

                                                 
56 NCDN, April 19, 1870. 
57 Stanley Fowler Wright, Hart and the Chinese Customs (Belfast: Published for the Queen's University by 
W. Mullan, 1950), 347. 
58 Hart to Campbell, Dec. 8, 1870, in Wright, ibid, 352. 
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sciences and the mass audience, but as an organ of the dominating merchants of China 

trade in those opened ports.59

 The Register first appeared in the newspaper of Hongkong in early August of 1873. 

To introduce the new device in the neighboring city, the NCDN of August 15th, 1873, 

 Accompanied with the mercantile discontent against Hart 

and his Customs, which was manifested in the Gumpach vs. Hart case, the commercial 

papers had alienated Hart’s earlier efforts in meteorology. The press had enabled a 

discursive sphere, which shaped the contour of the incipient telegraphic meteorology. As 

the next section will continue to demonstrate, a language of the mercantile interest and 

civilization in terms of the subject had enabled the imagination of a forceful mercantile 

community in the newspapers. 

 

Praising the Public Spirit: China Coast Meteorological Register 

 Hart’s earlier effort on coastal meteorology in China was not appreciated or 

recognized by this community and he himself then became a stranger to this community, 

with newspapers playing a crucial role in information circulation and credit recognition. 

This tension was further demonstrated by the community ignoring and not appreciating 

Hart’s meteorological work. By mid August of 1873, a wired weather news 

column----China Coast Meteorological Register---- was published daily in the press of 

both Shanghai and Hongkong. Such was made possible by the Harbour Masters in 

Hongkong, Shanghai and Amoy (Xiamen). The last two were official staff of the Chinese 

Imperial Maritime Customs, but their superior’s name, Robert Hart, was never mentioned 

in the newspaper, which highly welcomed such practice. 

                                                 
59 For instance from the multitude, Bernard V. Lightman, Victorian Popularizers of Science: designing 
nature for new audiences (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2007). 
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reprinted news from the China Mail, a major English newspaper in Hong Kong, as the 

NCDN usually did. The Shanghai editor introduced that, one week ago,60

 The purpose of the Register in the Hongkong papers, as the editor of the China Mail 

addressed, was to give warning to commanders of vessels about to leave Hongkong for 

 a “very useful 

beginning has been made in Hongkong, by collecting and publishing telegraphic 

information daily from Shanghai and Amoy, as to the state of the weather and force and 

direction of the wind.” The NCDN editor recommended the Harbour Master at Shanghai 

to follow what its counterpart at Hongkong had done, for 

Such information is as much needed at Shanghai as at Hongkong, and our 

(Shanghai’s) proximity to Nagasaki would enable information from that port also 

to be easily and cheaply obtained. Shipmasters bound South or East might have 

information that a storm had passed over Hongkong or Nagasaki, and was 

travelling North or West, in time to prevent their putting to sea or to give them 

useful warning as to their course. We hope to see the suggestion acted on, at least 

in some degree, and refer our readers in the meantime to the specimen in another 

column, of the kind of information which has been originated in Hongkong. 

The comparison of the two cities and advocating for the same improvement by 

technological or institutional innovation were usual motifs in newspapers of both 

Shanghai and Hongkong. Newspapers circulated among ports expressed a constant voice 

either at the Model Settlement or the Crown Colony, demanding the two ports to catch up 

with each other’s new devises. This kind of inter-port competition was crucial to the 

formation of the China-coast meteorology in coordinating the progress at each port. 

                                                 
60 Reprinted from the editorial, China Mail, August 7, 1873. It took about one week to get the newspapers 
from one place to another in the 1870s due to the low, but improving, speed of steamships. 
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the northern ports, as to the weather they were likely to encounter. Moreover, this daily 

feedback of meteorological data from every port between Japan and the Philippines 

inclusive, “would give mariners at each point nearly all that they need to know in 

forecasting probable typhoons.” The Hongkong press claimed that this “most useful 

measure” had previously been at times advocated by the press, since “the ‘Weather 

Bureau’ of the United States and the ‘Meteorological Department’ of the Board of Trade 

have sufficiently demonstrated the value of returns (of weather telegrams), far more 

extensive indeed, but precisely similar.” The voice to catch up at home with the progress 

in the expatriate settlements was another usual motif in newspapers of Hongkong and 

Shanghai. In this case, as to the publishing of weather telegrams, the editor of the China 

Mail continued to advocate that, 

All that we desire to do is to express on behalf of a very large number of the 

public both our sincere gratification at the fact of a beginning having been made, 

and an equally sincere hope that it will develop into something approaching an act 

of international importance. 

For much yet remains to be done towards completing the idea, if it is to 

assume for the foreign settlements in Eastern Asia the importance attained by 

similar movements on the British, French and American Coasts. Happily we on 

this occasion advocate no principle distasteful either to officials or laymen, and 

we write under the conviction that all we can say will receive as much attention 

from those upon whom it will devolve to develop first beginnings into a perfect 

and well-considered system, as from that section of the community for whose 

benefit those beginnings are made.61

                                                 
61 China Mail, August 7, 1873, METEOROLOGICAL REPORTS; reprinted by NCDN, August 15, 1873. 
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It was thus obvious that Hongkong was not only an entrepôt for cargoes of China trade 

but also for introduction to new ideas and practice of telegraphic meteorology in the 

“advanced” world. The press had become in the process the major advocator for such 

advancement. 

 
Figure 1.2: China Coast Meteorological Registers in the NCDN, August 16, 1873 

 

 Residents in Shanghai promptly responded to such progress. One day after this 

introduction about the new device initiated at Hongkong, the NCDN reported that it was 

G. H. N. Dreyer, General Agent of the Great Northern Telegraph Company at Shanghai, 

who initiated the publication of the Register. Under the suggestion of the NCDN, Dreyer 

accordingly consulted Septime-Auguste Viguier, Divisional Inspector and Harbour 

Master of the Imperial Maritime Customs at Shanghai, to secure the cooperation of 

Harbor Masters at Amoy and Hongkong. In the meantime, Dreyer “was able himself to 

obtain the aid of a gentleman at Nagasaki well qualified to make the necessary 

observations.”62

                                                 
62 NCDN, August 16, 1873. The position of Divisional Inspector of Customs’ Marine Department was set 
up in 1868 to supervise harbour masters in three (Northern, Central and Southern) divisions and to be the 
Harbour Master at the headquarters of each division. NCDN, June 26, 1868. 

 The outcome was the daily publication of the Register in the NCDN 

since August 16; just ten days after its Hongkong contemporary did and one day after it 
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was introduced to Shanghai residents (see Figure 1.2). The observation data from the 

mysterious gentleman at Nagasaki appeared occasionally in the Register after August 23. 

Interesting enough that a reader “a mariner” corresponded to the NCDN on the same 

day (August 16) telling a slightly different story. He asserted that the initiator of the 

Register was not Dreyer but the Shanghai Harbour Master, who was subordinated to the 

Customs’ commissioner at Shanghai: 

To the Editor of the 

NORTH-CHINA DAILY NEWS 

 DEAR SIR,----Referring to your article in to-day’s paper about 

meteorological observations, I beg to inform you, on good authority, that the 

“China Coast Meteorological Register” was organized last month by the 

Shanghai Harbor Master, with the assistance of the General Agent of the Great 

Northern Telegraph Company, who very liberally offered the free use of the 

lines for the purpose. 

It is at the request of the Shanghai Harbor Master that the Stations of 

Hongkong, Amoy, and Nagasaki have exchanged daily observations, according 

to a uniform modus operandi, supplied to them from Shanghai. 

Since the cables have been in good working order, a board has been put up 

at the Customs House door, indicating the meteorological observations received 

daily from each station, for the information of the public, and principally of 

those who, like myself, remain, 

                           Yours very truly, 

                                      A MARINER. 

The juxtaposition of these two different stories of origin on the same page of the 
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NCDN revealed the early strained relation between Robert Hart and the mercantile 

community at Shanghai. In fact, the Register was most likely initiated by Hart. Nearly 

three months ago, on May 23, 1873, the Inspector General in Beijing already announced 

that he had pushed meteorology in China a further step for the Customs was going to 

send weather news by telegraph every morning from Shanghai to Hongkong, Amoy, 

Nagasaki and from each place to all the other ports. It was the very same idea of the 

Register.63

All the four stations involved in the publication of the Register, Nagasaki, Shanghai, 

Amoy, and Hongkong alone the East Asian coasts, were the hubs of the submarine cables 

laid by the Great Northern Telegraph Company. A brief history of the cable should be 

addressed here, for it was the critical device which enabled the Register. After diplomatic 

negotiation via the Russian Government in the 1860s, the Danish Company obtained 

from the Chinese Government the landing right of submarine cables. The Company’s first 

Shanghai-Hongkong cable was laid in the winter of 1870, and its branch line to Amoy 

and a new station there were completed in February, 1873.

 However, Hart’s name was totally and deliberately left out in all the coverage 

of this subject in the press of both Shanghai and Hongkong. 

64

The reason why the Great Northern Telegraphic Company gave the favor of 

transmitting weather news free of charge, again, demonstrated the significance of the 

inter-port community and the coastal newspapers in nineteenth-century China. The 

NCDN expressed great appreciation of this “public-spirited” courtesy of the Great 

Northern. The press asserted that mariners were indebted to the Company for the 

meteorological register transmitted for free daily between Hongkong, Amoy, and Swatow, 

 

                                                 
63 Letter from Hart to Campbell, May 23, 1873, Fairbank, op. cit., 108. 
64 Ahvenainen, The Far Eastern Telegraph, 13-58; for the branch line to Amoy, see NCDN, Feb.24, 1873. 
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at which it was placed at the disposal of the public.65

In its first three years in East Asia, the Great Northern Telegraphic Company had to 

overcome numerous hurdles resulted from the often cut-off of cables. The frequent 

suspension of telegraphic communication had intrigued many complaints against this 

monopolistic company from 1871 to 1873. For instance, the NCDN of June 28, 1871, 

read, “We regret to hear that the telegraphic communication between Hongkong and 

Shanghai is again interrupted. These repeated accidents must be a source of both anxiety 

and heavy expense.” Another one on August 30 1873 read, “We got very well before 

telegraphic communication was opened; but for this communication to be interrupted at 

intervals during the height of business, is in the last degree inconvenient and annoying. 

And the interruptions have been so frequent that it is not surprising people should, at first 

thought, infer some radical defect in construction.”

 However, this favor, I want to 

argue in the following paragraphs, was one of the Company’s measures to improve its 

poor “public relation” with the mercantile communities in these ports, mainly in 

Hongkong and Shanghai. Such favor was unique and unparalleled in other areas suffering 

from tropical storms around the world; and pinpointed the very existence of the 

dominating mercantile communities in the China coast. 

66

In reply to these complaints, the Company’s Chairman at Copenhagen, C. F. Tietgen, 

explained on Oct.7, 1873, with a letter to the Hongkong General Chamber of Commerce, 

which was also reprinted by the NCDN. Tietgen addressed that the frequent interruption 

was not due to any defect of the construction of the cables but was caused by anchors 

from ships or junks, and in a few instances, also by violence from Chinese thieves. 

 

                                                 
65 NCDN, August 16, 1873. It was an obvious mistake to mention Swatow, instead of Shanghai, for there 
was no cable connection to Swatow in 1873. 
66 NCDN, August 30, 1873. 
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Almost all recurrent interruptions, with a single exception of the Nagasaki-Vladivostock 

line, took place at the mouth of the Yangtse River or close to Hongkong. Meanwhile, the 

Chairman promised and some steps had been taken to insure a permanent and satisfactory 

working of all their telegraph lines in China and Japan.67

 Compared with the highly praised courtesy of the telegraph company by the press of 

both Shanghai and Hongkong, Robert Hart’s further definite step in 1873 for conducting 

meteorological observation and ensuring data exchange among Shanghai, Amoy, 

Hongkong and other ports of Western Pacific seemed oblivious to the mercantile 

communities. What the public perceived, limited by the reports in newspapers, was the 

liberal sponsorship of the telegraph company and the agreement among Harbour Masters 

of these ports, thus making the Inspector-General in Beijing an irrelevant personage. This 

deliberate ignorance was significant in pointing out a discursive sphere made by the 

coastal newspapers and their mercantile audience, which defined and recognized the 

China-coast meteorology in the nineteenth century. Despite the “mysterious” appearance 

 

 This telegraphic courtesy of free transmission of weather telegrams was granted 

under such condition and was later followed by other telegraphic companies in East Asia, 

including the Eastern Extension Telegraph Company and the Chinese Telegraphic 

Administration in the 1880s. From a worldwide perspective, this courtesy was unique. It 

reflected the influential “customers” as a whole of the edge-cutting technology in East 

Asia. Nevertheless, this courtesy became a heavy load for these companies at the end of 

the 1890s, resulting in a struggle between observatories in East Asia for the uniform code 

to reduce both the number and length of meteorological telegrams (see Chapter 5). 

                                                 
67 NCDN, November 28, 1873, THE GREAT NORTHERN TELEGRAPH. Dreyer’s power in promising 
free transmission of weather telegrams seems sustainable since Tietgen had pointed out in his letter to 
Hongkong that the Company’s General Agent in Shanghai was in charge of the whole of China and Japan. 
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of the Register in the newspapers, the lack of a person to take charge of all the data and to 

forecast the trajectories of typhoons at the Customs or port cities still remained. In the 

next section, I will demonstrate the rise of a Jesuit observatory to fill in the vacancy. 

 

Make it public: the rise of the Zikawei Observatory in a mercantile community 

 The rise of the Zikawei Observatory was the outcome of a series of struggles in the 

Shanghai mercantile community. It was a process of how its French Jesuit directors fitted 

themselves to the merchant-dominated expatriate society. Newspapers of Shanghai had 

not only mediated the emergence of the Observatory. In fact, this section argues that the 

press in Shanghai had been the major means for the Jesuits at Zikawei to re-establish 

their authority in science and to gain reputation in a new mercantile society as their 

renowned predecessors had done in the Chinese imperial courts of previous centuries. 

The restored Jesuit Order established 30 to 40 observatories or similar institutions 

around the world in the nineteenth century. The one at Zikawei, near Shanghai, six miles 

from the Bund, began its meteorological observation in December 1872 and had 

published observation data since 1873.68 Most of its successive directors were affiliated 

to another Jesuit observatory at Stonyhurst, Lancashire, before their coming to China.69

                                                 
68 Observations météorologiques faites pendant l’année 1873 par des Pères de la Compagnie de Jésus à 
Zi-ka-wei près Shang-hai (Meteorological Observations made during the year 1873 by Fathers of Jesuit 
Society at Zikawei near Shanghai). Since 1875, the Bulletin Mensuel de l’observatoire manégtique et 
météorologique de Zi-ka-wei près Changhai, containing more extended annual observation data and a 
compilation of monthly reports, had been published. 
69 NCDN, The Story of Siccawei Observatory, Shanghai: fifty years of a great work; Agustín Udías, 
Searching the Heavens and the Earth: the history of Jesuit observatories (Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic 
Publishers, 2003), 158-167, 298, 301-302, 308-309. 

 

According to former studies on the history of the Zikawei Observatory, it was Father 

Marc Dechevrens (1845-1923) who raised the prestige of the Observatory by a successful 

typhoon forecast in 1879 and earned the trust of the mercantile community in Shanghai 
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and the Chinese Imperial Maritime Customs, which promised to support Dechevrens’ 

future work on meteorology.70

 There was no typhoon forecasting in 1879 at all, but a typhoon did visit Shanghai on 

July 31 and August 1. Father Dechevrens analyzed this typhoon using all the information 

available and published the result in a pamphlet entitled Le typhon du 31 Juillet 1879, 

including a map of its track.

 However, when tracing the details in newspapers of the 

late 1870s and early 1880s, this story is way far from the truth. 

71 According to a “success story” told at the 50th anniversary 

of the Observatory, the abridged English version of the pamphlet “created a great 

impression among the merchants of Shanghai, and they began to consider the possibility 

of organizing a typhoon signal service for this port (Shanghai) and all parts of the China 

coast.” However, this passage was discredited by the sentence that followed: “It was two 

years, however, before any definite step was taken.”72

 It was not until September 20 1881, promptly after a recovery from a severe typhoon 

at Shanghai on August 28, that the Shanghai General Chamber of Commerce started to 

discuss at a meeting “the feasibility of organizing a system of Meteorological Reports 

from the China Coast and the interior, with the view of improving the knowledge of the 

origin and direction of storms, and warning mariners of their approach.” Father 

Dechevrens, the director of the Observatory, was requested by the Chairman of the 

Chamber, Francis Blackwell Forbes (1839-1908), to spearhead the project.

 

73

                                                 
70 T. Roger Banister, The Coastwise Lights of China: an illustrated account of the Chinese Maritime 
Customs lights service (Shanghai: Statistical Department of the Customs, 1932), 8; Carroll Prescott Lunt, 
Some Builders of Treaty-Port China (L.A.: Carroll Lunt, 1965), 72. 
71 Marc Dechevrens, Le typhoon du 31 Juillet 1879 (Zikawei: imprierie de la mission catholique a 
l’orphelinat de Tou-sè-wè, 1879). 
72 NCDN, “Romance of the China Weather Report,” in The Story of Siccawei Observatory, Shanghai: Fifty 
years of a great work, 272-274. 

 

73 NCDN, October 1, 1881. F.B. Forbes (1839-1908) was born in New York of the Forbes’ family which 
owned the Russell & Co. (旗昌洋行), and was in charge of the Shanghai Steam Navigation Co. He was 
also once the President of the North-China Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society in the early 1870s. In his 



 41 

 Dechevrens was born in Geneva in 1845 and studied at the Seminary of Fribourg, 

Switzerland. He entered the Jesuit Society in 1862. During 1869-1872, Dechevrens was a 

teacher of physics at colleges in Vannes and Vaugirard, France. In 1873, he was appointed 

to the Zikawei Observatory. Before leaving for China, Dechevrens spent three months of 

preparation at the Stonyhurst Observatory in England, under the directorship of Joseph 

Perry, a renowned Jesuit astronomer. Dechevrens became the Director of Zikawei 

Observatory in 1876. According to Agustín Udías , Dechevrens was the first to give the 

Observatory its true scientific character in terms of a solid scientific standard in 

instrumentation and international contacts.74 It was also Dechevrens, who first gave the 

Observatory a rising prestige in the mercantile community of Shanghai before the 1881 

request by the General Chamber of Commerce. “The observatory at Sikawei” was the 

initial name of Dechevrens’ private institution that appeared in the NCDN on July 9, 1877, 

with a typo of Marc Dechevrens’ name as “M. Bechurens”. This issue of the NCDN 

carried a meteorological diagram with half-hour records (of barometer readings, force 

and direction of wind, and temperature, all in metric measure), made by the Observatory 

when the outskirt of a typhoon passed over Shanghai on July 3.75

 However, the name of the Zikawei Observatory and the meteorological work done 

by Dechevrens had remained unknown to the public since a British civil engineer, Claude 

William Kinder (1852-1936), lamented in 1878, that the Jesuit Fathers had given much 

time and attention to the extensive meteorological observation, but their information was 

“not published in a form available to the public.”

 

76

                                                                                                                                                  
late years, Forbes had edited the Index Florae Sinensis with W. B. Hemsley during 1886-1905. 
74 Udías, op. cit., 159, 301. 
75 NCDN, July 9, 1877. TEMPÊTE DU 3 JUILLET, 1877. For descriptions of the typhoon, see NCDN, 

July 4, YESTERDAY’S GALE; July 5, TUESDAY’S GALE; July 7, THE GALE. 
76 NCDN, METEOROLOGY (C. W. Kinder’s correspondence), July 25, 1878. 

 Kinder notified the readers of the 
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NCDN that a system of observation was then being carried out in India by Henry Francis 

Blanford; and the work furnished at once an admirable example to copy, being exactly 

what was required in China.77

The weather continued very boisterous during Thursday night and nearly the 

whole of yesterday (Friday, the 20th), rain falling heavily and the wind blowing in 

violent gusts. The effect on the river was to stop nearly all traffic, and both 

 Kinder also addressed in this correspondence that the 

Customs was going to set up twenty meteorological stations, which would be restricted to 

treaty ports along the sea coasts, and hence insufficient as far as the interior of China was 

concerned. In conclusion, Kinder anticipated the major work of meteorological 

observation, coastal as well as interior, would be furnished by the missionaries of various 

denominations and creeds, “chiefly because they are well scattered over the country, 

secondly because they cannot fail to see that good must eventually result from their 

combined efforts.” Father Dechevrens’ network of weather data collection would, 

however, later prove to be much larger, involving even the secular. In addition, the need 

of the China-coast meteorology was proved to be much stronger than that of the 

meteorology of China as a whole including its massive interior. 

 Bearing Kinder’s suggestion in mind, general readers at Shanghai soon happened to 

experience another typhoon attack around two months later. A severe typhoon swept over 

the coast which, again, drew much attention of the mercantile community on the need of 

a China-coast meteorological network, more extensive than the China Coast 

Meteorological Register. Newspapers in Shanghai recorded the encounter and leveled up 

the perennial collective desire. The NCDN of September 21, 1878 (Saturday) read: 

                                                 
77 Before Kinder’s correspondence, the NCDN of April 15, 1873, had introduced the storm-warning 
measures taken by the Government of India for the cyclone of June, 1872. 
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outward and inward bound steamers, &c., had to anchor. The M. B. (Mitsu-Bishi) 

steamer Tokio Maru, with the American and Japan mails on board, which left 

Nagasaki on Tuesday and was due at Shanghai on Thursday forenoon, had not 

arrived last (Friday) night….. 

Tokio Maru was unfortunately caught by the typhoon at sea. According to Captain 

Swain’s ship log reprinted in the NCDN, which was a common practice in such encounter, 

the vessel commenced to labour heavily at 10.00 a.m. of September 19 while the 

barometer registered 29.40 inch. At 10.50 a.m., a heavy sea struck the vessel on the port 

side, causing the lashings of the deck cargo, mainly of sulphuric acid and matches, to 

break, and the cargo was then not safe in its position. All hands were employed to jettison 

it, several of the crew being severely injured while doing so. At the midnight of 

September 19, the vessel recorded an incredible barometric reading of 28.80 inch and 

continued to ship a heavy sea on the port side at 1.30 a.m., which swept away three boats, 

stove in the hurricane deck and bulwarks, burst up the deck aft of the guards, and carried 

away a quantity of gear from the main deck……It was not until 7.30 a.m. of the 

September 22 (Sunday) that Tokio Maru arrived at Woosung, Shanghai’s outer port at the 

bank of the Yangtse River. When the steamer came up from Woosung to Shanghai on 

Sunday evening, it became a public spectacle throughout Monday. It was reported that a 

large number of residents went on board and inspected the damage she had sustained.78

 Tokio Maru was a lucky vessel to have weathered the storm and furnished to others 

her terrible experience. The press became an easy and convenient channel for such 

compilation. During almost every typhoon season, the newspaper readers, nautical men 

as well as ordinary residents, could be astonished by such detailed ship-logs on 

 

                                                 
78 NCDN, September 24, 1878, THE “TOKIO MARU” IN THE TYPHOON—FURTHER DETAILS. 
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encountering a typhoon at sea. It was easy to assess the general readers’ perception of 

such threat and their wish of having typhoon forecast as of the greatest importance to the 

navigation and shipping with major routes in China and East Asia. 

The Jesuit meteorologists at Zikawei responded promptly to such fresh encounter by 

Tokio Maru. Dechevrens again furnished the NCDN a diagram of meteorological data for 

this typhoon, with corresponding figures of each data in both metric and English 

measures. For this courtesy, the editor of the NCDN noted that “We have to thank our 

correspondent at Siccawei for the very copious tables, given in another column, of the 

remarkable typhoon that occurred on these coasts on the 19th and 20th instant. They will 

be useful as a record for reference in future years, and possess great value to 

meteorologists accordingly.”79

In addition to such “regular” encounter in every typhoon season, the Jesuits also 

responded to a wider concern of the mercantile community. The “Late Victorian 

Holocaust” in China, i.e., the 1876-1878 draught in the northern provinces, which cost at 

least ten million lives, was accounted for by Dechevrens.

 

80 It was the Cause probable et 

immédiate de la sécheresse au nord de la Chine (Probable and immediate cause of the 

drought at the North of China) in the March issue of the Bulletin Mensuel of 1878.81

                                                 
79 NCDN, September 25, 1878. OBSERVATOIRE DE ZI-KA-WEI, Tempête des 19 et 20 Septembre, 1878. 
80 Mike Davis, Late Victorian holocausts: El Niño famines and the making of the third world (London: 
Verso, 2001); Kathryn Edgerton-Tarpley, Tears from Iron: cultural responses to famine in 
nineteenth-century China (Berkeley: University of California Press, 2008). 
81 Bulletin Mensuel of 1878, (1878), 49-51. 

 The 

NCDN had reviewed this work. Before summarizing Dechevrens’ study, the editor 

reminded his readers at the beginning the horrible famine reported by the Bishop at 

Shansi (a province in North China) that there was a public sale of human flesh, “not the 

corpses of those dead of famine but of victims slain for the market. Husbands devoured 
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their wives, parents eating their children, children gobbling their parents. The terrible 

exchange of services was witnessed whereby the father of one family killed the children 

of another on condition of having his own killed in return.”82

The outbreak of a famine in North China coincided with one in India, thus calling 

international attention to the meteorology in Asia. On February 3, 1879, the President of 

the North-China Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society, Thomas W. Kingsmill, suggested to 

the Society an international agenda for meteorological study of both famines. Kingsmill 

said that for research on this subject, the Reverend Fathers at their observatory at Zikawei 

 Such incredible view had 

caught the eyes of the NCDN readers for a long time. From December 1877 to February 

1878, a series of reports about the great drought and famine occupied the columns of the 

newspapers. 

Dechevrens’ explanation was a meteorological answer to this public concern. His 

analysis of observations made at Zikawei during the last two years, demonstrated the 

existence of meteorological conditions which could account for the simultaneous 

occurrence of drought in North China and inundations in the South. Dechevrens 

ascertained that in the upper regions of the atmosphere there existed for many months a 

deep, wide and rapid aerial current setting constantly in the direction of the earth’s 

rotation, from west to east, and generally speaking corresponding to the course of the 

Yangtse River. This air current intercepted a great northeasterly equatorial air stream with 

the latter’s northward branch, thus causing simultaneously drought in the north and 

inundation in the south. The explanation was the public demonstration of Dechevrens’ 

meteorological work and how it could serve the interest of the mercantile community. 

However, this time it concerned geographically the interior, not the coasts. 

                                                 
82 NCDN, April 18, 1879. 
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had introduced a system of observations “second in completeness to few in the world.” 

Zikawei’s instrumentation was briefly mentioned by Kingsmill that continuous 

self-recording observations were made on temperature, barometric pressure, atmospheric 

condition, as well as intensity and direction of the magnetic current. These were checked 

by frequent observations of the instruments at stated times, so that any irregularity was 

immediately noticed and corrected.83

The North-China Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society was established in 1858 after 

its predecessor, the “Shanghae Literary and Scientific Society” which was founded the 

year before.

 

84 Several members of the Society had formed a Meteorological Section in 

1872 and made arrangements with the Meteorological Committee in England.85 However, 

this Section never seemed to be a competitive rival to Zikawei’s, for they had sponsored 

Dechevrens’ publication of the first annual record of observations. Kingsmill had also 

ascertained in 1879 that the observations of Zikawei had been continued and expanded 

from time to time, and the annual record had then filled a goody quarto. Noting that the 

geological position of Shanghai was near the northern limit of the summer monsoon of 

Eastern Asia, thus subjecting it to excessively variable hydrometric conditions, Kingsmill 

anticipated, “no better locality could probably have been adopted for the erection of a 

first class meteorological observatory.”86

                                                 
83 Kingsmill, “The President’s address to the members,” in Journal of the North-China Branch of the Royal 
Asiatic Society, New Series, No. VIII, (Shanghai: Printed at the “Celestial Empire” Office, 1879), xxi-xxii. 
84 For the inauguration of the “Shanghae” Literary and Scientific Society, see the North China Herald, 
Sept. 26, 1857; and for its transformation to the North-China Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society, see the 
NCH, Oct. 30, 1858. 
85 NCDN, Feb. 12, 1872, THE ASIATIC SOCIETY. 
86 Kingsmill, op. cit. 

 The NCDN reviewed Kingsmill’s address as “a 

well-deserved compliment to the industry and learning of the Jesuit Fathers at Sicawei 

who have introduced a system of observations second in completeness to few in the 
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world.”87

On the same day of October 16, 1879, two letters sent from Swatow, another treaty 

port in the south, were carried respectively in the NCDN and the Shanghai Mercury. The 

former was signed “Main Topsail Haul” and the latter by “Nauta”. Curious enough, they 

were signed on the same day (October 5). Two correspondences had the same title: 

“TYPHOONS IN CHINA”.

 

 Kingsmill’s compliment and anticipation on the Zikawei Observatory was followed 

by two anonymous readers of Shanghai’s newspapers who advocated for a systematic 

observation network along the coasts of China. Two correspondences further confirmed 

the leading status of the Zikawei Observatory. Contrary to Kingsmill’s agenda of a 

wide-scope comparative meteorological study on famine in India and China, 

correspondences in the press had pulled the focus back to the “local” need of studying 

and forecasting typhoons. 

88 The contents of the two letters were different but they 

shared common ideas as to confirming the meteorological work done by Dechevrens and 

requiring further assistance from the mercantile community. They both mentioned the 

utmost importance for navigators to locate the center of a storm. Happily the existing 

nautical knowledge to this end was improved by Dechevrens’ recent study. As a result, 

the two writers (or one?) both suggested that the Shanghai Shipmasters’ Association 

would kindly volunteer to supply abstracts of their meteorological observations 

systematically to Zikawei. 89

                                                 
87 NCDN, Oct. 25, 1879, REVIEW. 
88 NCDN, Oct.16, 1879, TYPHOONS IN CHINA; Shanghai Mercury, Oct.16, 1879, TYPHOONS IN 
CHINA. 
89 The British Shipmasters’ Association was found in 1875, London. Its original idea was to be an 
institutional defense of shipmasters, of British mercantile marine, in legal difficulties. The Association was 
seeking to enlarge its sphere by increasing the number of its members, especially at foreign ports. Its 
branch at Shanghai held its first annual meeting on Jan. 21, 1880. For details, see Times of India (Nov.16, 
1876), reprinted in NCDN, May 5, 1877; and for its annual meeting at Shanghai, see NCDN, Jan. 23, 1880. 

 It was hoped that these observations were to adopt a 
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uniform system and be sent in abstracts of them on every trip, the instruments to be 

verified occasionally by comparison with a standard instrument. 

 These two correspondences were obviously the propaganda for the Zikawei 

Observatory. Their target audiences were navigators and their associates at Shanghai. To 

acknowledge what Dechevrens had done, “Main Topsail Haul” wrote: 

The writer of these lines happens to know that the zealous Director of the 

Sicawei Observatory has written to several official and private persons, to ask 

for such necessary information that may enable him to carry on his laudable 

studies, which certainly are of the utmost consequence to the careful and 

prudent navigator. 

By noting the above and citing the address of the “very able President” (Kingsmill) of the 

North-China Branch of the Royal Asiatic Society, “Main Topsail Haul” once again 

contributed to enhance the rising credit of Zikawei. 

 The letter had marked out the mercantile community in Shanghai. In the postscript, 

the enthusiastic writer soberly pointed out who might be concerned with a further project 

of the systematically organized observations on board the fleets of steamers and sailing 

vessels. They were the large (meaning wealthy) steam navigation companies, insurance 

underwriters and others interested in shipping, “who have their domicile in Shanghai.” 

They were all the possible ones to be benefited by Dechevrens’ ongoing works. No 

wonder the editor of the NCDN commented that the importance of “Main Topsail Haul’s” 

subject was one that could not be overrated by all connected with shipping interests in 

these typhoon-ridden regions of the world.90

                                                 
90 NCDN, Oct.16, 1879. 

 By the press, this community with common 

shipping interests was defined again by Dechevrens’ extending network. 
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 Another letter from Swatow appeared in the NCDN five months later in 1880, 

persuading again the shipmasters to make and forward their observation data on board to 

Zikawei. This letter from “Tom Bowline” reviewed Dechevrens’ Le typhon du 31 Juillet 

1879, appraising that it was “very likely the most exhaustive study of any typhoon on 

record.” Moreover, this was achieved by the great number of meteorological reports, 

which had been placed at Dechevrens’ command. Various sources of Zikawei’s emerging 

data-collecting network were mentioned. They included the foreign employees of all the 

different departments of the Chinese Imperial Maritime Customs, “excepting the Revenue 

Cruisers,” harbour masters of most treaty ports, captains of the Tungsha and the 

Newchwang light vessels, and keepers of most lighthouses. In addition to those from 

China, there were also contributions from several Japanese Imperial Observatories and 

from the Jesuit Observatory at Manila. Besides data from observation stations, Zikawei’s 

extensive scope of collection also included random data from Captains of British and 

French Navies, French and Japanese mail-packets, the three leading steam navigation 

companies of Shanghai, and sailing vessels of various nationalities. The well-informed 

“Tom Bowline” also lamented that there were no observations from a Hongkong 

observatory, despite Hongkong “being one of those (fortunately only few) British 

Colonies, which are minus such an exceedingly useful institution.”91

For this extensive and cosmopolitan data collection network, Dechevrens 

emphasized in the preface of Le typhon du 31 Juillet 1879 that it was the first time for the 

Observatory to come into direct contact with those “who have in their hands the key to 

the meteorology of the China seas.” They were, Dechevrens specified, shipmasters that 

 

                                                 
91 “Tom Bowline,” THE ZICAWEI OBSERVATORY, in NCDN, March 2, 1880. Words in parentheses 
were original added in the reprint of the letter. 
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trafficked on these shores and commissioners of the Chinese Imperial Maritime Customs 

at all ports open to trade, who had their regular meteorological observations in operation 

for a long time.92

 Zikawei’s “direct contact” (relation directe) with the officers of the Customs in 1879, 

as the last letter from Swatow pointed out, was not sanctioned by Robert Hart, who had 

tried to establish the same system under the authority of the Customs. A. Marcellus 

Bisbee, the Customs’ Divisional Inspector and Harbor Master of Shanghai at that time, 

might be the one who enthusiastically cooperated with Dechevrens.

 

93 However, there 

was then no official agreement between the Observatory and the Customs to exchange 

weather observations, which was signed two years later in 1882.94

                                                 
92 Dechevrens, Le typhoon du 31 Juillet 1879, Preface. The original French is: C’était la première fois que 
l’Observatoire de Zikawei entrait en relation directe avec ceux qui ont entre leur main la clef de la 
meteorology de ces mers de la Chine, avec les capitaines des nombreux navires qui trafiquent sur ces côtes, 
avex les directeurs des douanes chinoises étables dans tous les ports ouverts, au commerce où un service 
régulier d’observations météorologiques fonctionne depuis longtemps. 
93 The “direct contact” between Dechevrens and Bisbee was narrated in later times as a happy story of 
cooperation between the Customs and the Zikawei Observatory, see note 72. However, interestingly in 
NCDN, Jan. 7, 1881, there was a sentence in the local news, noting: “Captain Bisbee has resumed his duties 
as Divisional Inspector and Harbour Master (in Shanghai).” 
94 Hart, Circular No.188 of (May 6) 1882, in Statistical Department of the Customs eds., Inspector 
General’s Circulars: Second Series, 1876-1882, 408. 

 With the ascending 

prestige of the Zikawei Observatory under Director Dechevrens in the late 1870s, the 

data-collecting circle had been extended. Nevertheless, the backbone of Dechevrens’ 

network was the observations from the Customs, which were supplied by harbour masters 

at major treaty ports. A map in the Bulletin Mensuel of 1880 (Figure 1.3) revealed how 

many meteorological stations of the Customs were connected to Zikawei. There were 

totally 54 stations, among which 32 were in China (including Hongkong). Of these 32 

stations in China, 27 were the Customs’ observation points (13 port stations, 12 

lighthouses and 2 lightships). This map was Dechevrens’ demonstration of his extensive 

network although most observation data of China were furnished by the Customs, which 
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was under the supervision of a possible rival for China’s weather service at Beijing, 

Robert Hart. 

 
1 Rurumoppe Observatory 19 Nagasaki Observatory 37 Ningpo Port
2 Sapporo Observatory 20 Osesaki Lighthouse 38 Fouchow Port
3 Hakodate Observatory 21 Satanomisaki Lighthouse 39 Tamsui Port
4 Siriyazaki Lighthouse 22 Newchwang Lightship 40 Middle Dog Lighthouse
5 Kinkasan Lighthouse 23 Taku Port 41 Turnabout Lighthouse
6 Inubosaki Lighthouse 24 Chang-kia-chwang Observatory 42 Ocseu Lighthouse
7 Tokio Observatory 25 Chefoo Port 43 Amoy Port
8 Nozima Lighthouse 26 Shantung Promontory Lighthouse 44 Pescadores Lighthouse
9 Omaezaka Lighthouse 27 Ouko Meteorological Station 45 Taiwanfu Port

10 Shionomisaki Lighthouse 28 Chingkiang Port 46 Takao Port
11 Wakayama Observatory 29 Nankin Meteorological Station 47 Swatow Port
12 Tomayasima Lighthouse 30 Wuhu Port 48 Chapel Lighthouse
13 Yesaki Lighthouse 31 Hankow Port 49 Lamock Lighthouse
14 Nabasima Lighthouse 32 Zi-ka-wei Central Observatory 50 Sugar Loaf Lighthouse
15 Hirosima Observatory 33 Shaweishan Lighthouse 51 Cape of Good Hope Lighthouse
16 Tsurisima Lighthouse 34 Tungsha Lightship 52 Hongkong port and hospital
17 Kadsima Lighthouse 35 Gutzlaff Lighthouse 53 Pakhoi Port
18 Yebosima Lighthouse 36 Saddle Now Lighthouse 54 Manila Observatory  

Figure 1.3: Meteorological Stations in Connection with the Zikawei Observatory, 1880 

Source: Redrawn from Zikawei Observatory, Map of the « Stations météorologiques en relation avec 

l’Observatoire de Zi-ka-wei, Chine, 1880 ». Bulletin Mensuel, 1880, 234c. 

 In the legend of the map, Dechevrens named Zikawei as the “Central Observatory” 

(observatoire central), which had revealed his schemata for a joint meteorological 
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observation network for China. His plan of instituting a central observatory did not 

conflict with the want of the public for a principal establishment in meteorology as 

resonated by the press. An editorial of the NCDN in 1880 put forward the need to 

establish a central office under the control of a “Meteorologist-General,” after reviewing 

the calamitous summer weather all over China caused by the irregularity of monsoons in 

recent years, particularly the famine from 1877 to 1879.95

The editor of the NCDN observed that the weather forecast provided by the 

government in England was much scorned at during the 1860s and 1870s,

 This Meteorologist-General in 

that central office, the editor continued, would be served by a telegraphic system from the 

chief centers in southern and northern China, with which he could provide forecasts of 

the weather to be expected in each place with almost unerring accuracy. Meanwhile, and 

most important of all, to the mercantile community, notice could thus “readily be given of 

typhoons passing up the coast, and an enormous amount of life and property be annually 

saved were a system of storm warnings to be established along the coast.” The existing 

China Coast Meteorological Register was far from sufficient for this end, since it was, in 

the editor’s opinion, from only two singular places (Amoy and Hongkong) in South 

China. The need expressed by the newspapers was in line with the ambition of the Jesuits 

based at Zikawei. 

96

                                                 
95 NCDN, July 8. The same article also appeared in NCH, July 3, 1880. 
96 For details, see Anderson, op. cit., 105-130. 

 but he still 

opined that such task in China should be shouldered by the “Government.” He concluded, 

“The Government may not be able to control the irregularities of monsoons, but it has it 

in its power to be forewarned and forearmed. The present tells us we ought to be 

forearmed.” However, the word “Government” was ambiguous in the context. It might 
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refer to the Qing Court, the British Government with a formal colony in Hongkong, and it 

could also be the Shanghai Municipal Council of the International Settlement. Despite 

that, none of them responded to the request in the early years. It was a private initiative 

from both the Shanghai General Chamber of Commerce and a private institute, 

Dechevrens’ Zikawei Observatory, which took substantial steps towards accomplishing 

this end almost two years later. 

In order to coordinate Zikawei’s far-extended observers from different affiliations 

into a uniform modus operandi, Dechevrens published an English manual for 

observations in 1880. It was the Instructions in the Use of Meteorological Instruments, 

which contained description of barometer, thermometer, and hydrometer, and guidelines 

in their use.97

                                                 
97 Dechevrens, Instructions in the Use of Meteorological Instruments (Zikawei: Printed at the Catholic 
Mission’s Press, Tou-sè-wè, 1880). 

 Its publication further demonstrated Dechevrens’ intention “to be central” 

in meteorology of China as well as East Asia. In its preface, Dechevrens knew well the 

potential of his meteorological enterprise. The Jesuit Father observed that the mercantile 

interest had increased since the trade in China and Japan brought “numberless ships of all 

nations to these parts,” and therefore made it “very desirable to organize a regular and 

uniform system of meteorological observations all along the coast, in order to supply 

accurate data about the Climate of these vast regions, and to assist mariners by a precise 

determination of the general and accidental movements of the atmosphere.” To this end, a 

uniform system of observation which the Observatory was ready to provide and sustain 

was the first step. In addition to fixed stations set up mainly by the Customs, as shown in 

the map in the 1880 Bulletin Mensuel, Dechevrens’ targeted readers were captains 

frequenting these seas, who had “all been in the habit of consulting at least the barometer 
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and observing the variations of the winds in the hour of danger”. However, individual 

efforts of both Customs officers and captains had been very insignificant for the lack of 

unity and uniformity. 

Meanwhile, Dechevrens did not forget to notify possible observers the predominant 

status the Observatory had achieved. He pointed out Zikawei’s advantage in terms of its 

geographically central location as well as: 

the completeness and perfection of its plant, might become the common bond 

and centre of action that is required. All observations made on a uniform plan 

and directed towards the same object would be centralized and methodically 

investigated, and this organization could not fail to be productive of results, as 

useful, on the China and Japan seas, as one similar, though on a large scale, has 

been in Europe, America and India. 

Many manuals of this kind have been published to assist would-be 

meteorologists. We shall take out of the best whatever is most clear and precise, 

adding when needed, particularly with regard to China, what uninterrupted 

observation for six years has taught us. 

Through this manual, Dechevrens had tried to include all possible observations he 

could get into a uniform system centered on the Zikawei Observatory. As what was 

pointed out, observations of the Customs constituted the principal data of the Zikawei 

Observatory. They were observations made at stations on shore, in contrast to those made 

by captains on board moving vessels at seas. Nevertheless, the head of the Customs, 

Robert Hart, obviously disagreed with Dechevrens’ vision and ambition that Zikawei 

would be the central meteorological observatory in China. An obvious evidence was that 

Hart’s Customs had published in 1887 another similar manual titled Instructions for 
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Making Meteorological Observations prepared for the Use in China. Its author was not 

Dechevrens, but Dr. William Doberck, the first Director of the Hongkong Observatory. 

Another proof was Hart’s late official response to Dechevrens’ scheme. The official 

agreement between Zikawei and the Customs to exchange weather data was signed in 

1882, three years after Dechevrens’ direct contact with the Customs officers in 1879.98

Hart’s 1882 compromise with Dechevrens’ scheme was the result of rising pressure 

from the mercantile community in Shanghai. In this section, I will demonstrate how this 

public opinion exerted pressure upon Hart, compelling him to cooperate with a “new” 

scheme proposed by the Shanghai General Chamber of Commerce in 1881, entitled the 

China Coast Meteorological Service (CCMS). I want to argue here that a 

newspaper-mediated discourse of civilization in terms of the establishment of a 

meteorological service was principal to Hart’s reluctant compromise. This episode will 

 

During the late 1870s, newspapers in Shanghai highlighted the rise of a private 

meteorological observatory to serve the public. With his explanations of major 

extraordinary meteorological events, Dechevrens enhanced the prestige of the Zikawei 

Observatory as the most possible institute to be the central observatory, which was much 

desired. However, the principal source of Zikawei’s meteorological data was the Customs. 

Robert Hart, Inspector General of the Customs in Beijing, seemed to disagree in the first 

three years with the “common sense” in Shanghai that recognized Zikawei’s rising status 

and became a major hurdle to Dechevrens’ project. 

 

“A Benefit to Humanity and Science”: the Shanghai General Chamber of 
Commerce and the China Coast Meteorological Service (CCMS) 

                                                 
98 Hart, Circular No.188 of (May 6) 1882, in Inspector General’s Circulars: Second Series, 408 
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demonstrate the power of the coastal press, which exerted influence on numerous foreign, 

as well as a few Chinese, individuals and parties in the treaty-port world. 

The mercantile community’s old feeling of antagonism against Hart and the 

Customs persisted until 1880. In 1879, Hart was conferred by the British Government 

with the Companionship of St. Michael and St. George (C.M.G.) and hereafter became 

“Sir” Robert Hart. When this news arrived at Shanghai in March 1880, an editorial of the 

NCDN pointed out that it astonished most readers of the English papers. The C.M.G. was 

bestowed mainly as a reward for services rendered in Her Majesty’s Colonies, or Colonial 

Department at home. This time, the editor commented in an ironic tone, “Perhaps it was 

conferred on Mr. Robert Hart as a mark of appreciation of the continuous and successful 

manner in which cruisers under his orders have for the last few years been engaged 

blockading the entrances of Hongkong harbour, and interfering with the freedom of 

navigation of the waters of a British colony.”99 The editor concluded at the end: “The 

acceptance of a reward from the British Government seems so incompatible with the 

holding of the Inspectorate of Maritime Customs in the present condition of our 

relations, that as plain people we cannot withhold expressing our surprise at the very 

equivocal picture presented to us.”100

Meanwhile, a series of events in 1880 and 1881 calumniated the public want for a 

telegraphy-enhanced meteorological service. The first was the improvement of submarine 

 

                                                 
99 The “Hongkong Blockade” was originated in 1868, when the Viceroy of Two Kwangs established 
stations at two Chinese islands near the entrance of the Hongkong harbor, to inspect the Chinese junk trade 
with Hongkong. A large quantity of opium was smuggled into the Kuangtung Province via Hongkong, and 
the Chinese officers were unable to collect the lekin from them. This policy was renewed in 1876, when an 
agreement was made to invite the establishment of a branch of Foreign Customs Inspectorate to take over 
those stations. For more details, see Justice Russell (Colonial Treasurer and Register General of the 
Government of Hongkong), Memorandum on the “Hongkong Blockade” for the information of Governor 
Sir George Bowen, G.C.M.G., in Papers laid before the Legislative Council of Hongkong, Feb-June, 1884; 
Archives of China's Imperial Maritime Customs, Vol. IV, Note.5 of letter No.233, 48-49. 
100 NCDN, March 6, 1880. 
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telegraph connection in East Asia. On May 1, 1880, a British telegraph company, the 

Eastern Extension, Australia and China Telegraph Company, successfully laid a cable 

between Hongkong and Manila.101 From its first day of operation, the Manila Comercio 

suggested that since the cable between Hongkong and Manila was laid, it would be 

convenient if official messages giving the readings of the barometer and thermometer 

were exchanged between the two places every day and published in the newspapers, for 

“there can be no doubt as to the advantages which would be gained by such a course, 

especially to Hongkong in the typhoon season.”102 That was exactly the idea of the 

China Coast Meteorological Register, which had been published daily in newspapers of 

Shanghai and Hongkong, with the same weather information from Shanghai, Amoy, 

Hongkong, and occasionally, from Nagasaki.103

 In addition to the improvement of the cable connection with Manila, a severe 

typhoon which swept over Shanghai on August 28, 1881, also leveled up the mercantile 

community’s desire for a well-worked-out system of typhoon warning. The report in the 

NCDN quoted a nautical gentleman saying that the typhoon was unprecedented with 

regard to the accompanying tide since his presence at Shanghai from 1857.

 Nevertheless, the telegram information 

from Manila was much more important than that from any other port cities, for 

geographically speaking, the sea of northeast Luzon was the “home” of typhoons. 

104

                                                 
101 NCDN, May 10, 1880. 
102 Reprinted by NCDN, May 24, 1880. 
103 It was not until September 15, 1884 that the Register in NCDN started to enlist the telegraphed weather 
data from Manila. 
104 NCDN, August 29, 1881, YESTERDAY’S STORM. 

 Torrents of 

rain flooded the whole settlement, both the English and French Bunds. Two days later, 

while the total damage from the typhoon was yet to be determined, an editorial of the 



 58 

NCDN again advocated for a typhoon warning system.105

Nearly all these lighthouses were established by Hart’s Customs. By the year 1880, 

there were about 14 lighthouses (including lightships) making meteorological observation 

and connected with Zikawei, as shown in Figure 1.3. Their observation work was 

assigned by Hart. Its original idea could be traced back to 1873, the year when Hart 

detailed his grand scheme of a Coastal Meteorological Service.

 The editor pointed out that 

they had then sufficient experience to guide themselves about the possibility of obtaining 

sufficient notice in advance of these terrible visitations, so as to enable the mercantile 

community to make preparations in time. Dechevrens was mentioned again for this 

Father at Zikawei already “had pretty well reduced to a certainty the track and behaviour 

of the typhoons which sweep the coast of China.” Lighthouse keepers who scattered 

along the coasts of China, the editor suggested, could contribute to the warning of 

typhoons so long as they were connected by wire with a central station. It was, the editor 

continued, a difficult undertaking which went beyond the capacity of a single department. 

106

The lighthouses in the neighbourhood of Amoy, for instance, might be supplied 

with information from the telegraph station at that port, as likewise those near 

Hongkong from the Harbour-Master’s department there. Gutzlaff is already in 

electric communication with Shanghai, and it is understood that the line of 

telegraph will shortly be completed between Foochow and Amoy. The group of 

lighthouses outside these four ports could readily be made available for the 

 Without noting the 

earlier effort by Hart, the editor of the NCDN further suggested a tentative solution of 

how to connect these lighthouses by wire to Dechevrens’ central station: 

                                                 
105 NCDN, August 31, 1881. 
106 Letter from Hart to Campbell, March 14, 1873, in The I. G. in Peking, 99-100. 
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purpose, and as most vessels on the coast are in the habit of sighting some at 

least of these lights, a tolerably perfect means of affording storm warnings is 

almost ready at hand. 

Unfortunately, Sir Robert Hart apparently did not agree with these enthusiastic 

suggestions of September, 1881, as evidenced by his reluctant attitude at the meeting 

convened by the Shanghai General Chamber of Commerce on September 20, in which 

the delegate of the Customs refused to cooperate with a “new” scheme for the Coastal 

Meteorological Service. 

   

Figure 1.4: Two mercantile initiators for the China Coast Meteorological Service presented at the 1881 

meeting in Shanghai: F. B. Forbes and William Lang 

Source: Left: Liu, op. cit. (1962), 78b; Right: Sheila Marriner and Francis Edwin Hyde, The Senior John 

Samuel Swire, 1825-98: management in Far Eastern shipping trades (Liverpool: Liverpool U.P., 1967). 

 

This meeting of the Shanghai General Chamber of Commerce was convened by its 

Chairman Francis Blackwell Forbes to discuss “the feasibility of organizing a system of 

meteorological reports from the China coast and the interior, with the view of improving 

the knowledge of the origin and direction of storms, and warning mariners of their 
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approach.”107 In addition to eight members of the Chamber (including Chairman Forbes), 

the other delegates were from the Great Northern Telegraph Company, the Chinese 

Imperial Maritime Customs and five major shipping companies.108

To unify how observations were to be made, Dechevrens continued, “It is 

exceedingly desirable that all the vessels should receive instruments of the same kind, 

and that they should be carefully compared before use. The barometers, thermometers 

and hydrometers recommended by the Meteorological Office in London are very well 

adapted for our purposes.” For he probably knew that the Meteorological Office had 

 The delegate of the 

Customs was James Henry Hart, Robert Hart’s brother, who was then the Customs 

Commissioner of Shanghai. 

According to the minutes published in the press, F. B. Forbes first referred to a letter 

from Dechevrens, in which Dechevrens responded to Forbes’ request about a scheme for 

“a system of meteorological observations to be organized on board the Shanghai 

merchant vessels and the coast of China.” Dechevrens’ letter in English version was fully 

reprinted in the NCDN. In his letter, Dechevrens had proposed several points for the 

Chamber of Commerce to consider. Two major purposes were stated; first, to equip 

captains with sufficient meteorological knowledge, thus enabling them to deal with 

typhoons at sea, and second, to furnish captains who were about to leave the port, with 

“notice” of the winds and weather they would probably encounter within the next 

twenty-four hours. In order to achieve these two purposes, Dechevrens requested the 

cooperation of merchant vessels to make observations at fixed times according to a 

common plan, which was to be agreed upon with the Director of the Observatory. 

                                                 
107 NCDN, October 1, 1881, SHANGHAI GENERAL CHAMBER OF COMMERCE.  
108 These five major shipping companies were China Merchants’ Steam Navigation Company, Messageries 
Maritimes, Butterfield & Swire Company, Peninsular and Oriental Steam Navigation Company, and Mitsu 
Bishi Steamship Company. 
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furnished meteorological instruments to British mercantile marine in the past few years. 

Next was the most interesting part in the letter, in my view, on the “fixed stations”, 

affiliated to the Customs. The Customs would thus be assigned the task for extensive 

observation, which formed the substantial part in the whole network of the CCMS. 

Dechevrens suggested that, “An understanding must be arrived at between the Chamber 

of Commerce and the Inspector General of Customs in order that the cooperation of all 

the observers in the Customs Service at the ports and lighthouses on the China coast may 

be assured to the Director of the Observatory.” This was a further proof that till then 

Dechevrens and the Zikawei Observatory were not yet “officially” acknowledged by 

Hart. 

Dechevrens continued to request that the Observatory should receive at least 

meteorological observations twice daily from the following telegraph stations: Manila, 

Hongkong, Amoy, Foochow, Gutzlaff, Tientsin, Nagasaki and Vladivostock. As soon as 

the system had been fairly tried, Dechevrens promised to start hoisting at Shanghai daily 

signals that could indicate the probable weather for the next twenty-four hours. In 

addition to the telegraphic communication with those ports, Dechevrens also requested a 

telephone connection between the Observatory and the Bund, with this telephone line put 

at the Director’s disposal and operated by a man at the Bund who was responsible for the 

two-way dispatches. Therefore, the daily observations received from various ports by 

telegraph companies would be handed to the correspondent, who would immediately 

transmit them to Zikawei, whence, after being tabulated and commented upon, they 

would be returned to Shanghai and forwarded at once to the Harbour Master and to the 

three newspapers. In Dechevrens’ idea, this correspondent was also responsible for 

collecting observation data from captains and forwarding them to Zikawei. 
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Following Dechevrens’ suggestions in the letter, Forbes laid before the meeting a 

general sketch of a plan composed of ten propositions and asked for opinions on the 

various parts of the scheme: 

1. Meteorological observations on a uniform system to be taken on the steamers 

running regularly along the coast of China, and if possible of Japan, and the 

records to be promptly forwarded to Zikawei. 

2. The same to be done by the staff of the Chinese Customs at all the 

lighthouses and lightships, as well as at all Harbour Master’s stations at treaty 

ports. 

3. Arrangements to be made for observations in Manila, Hongkong, Japan, 

Peking and Vladivostock. 

4. Telephone communication to be established between Shanghai and Zikawei. 

5. Father Dechevrens, Director of the Zikawei Observatory, to be requested by 

the Committee of the Chamber of Commerce to undertake the preparation of 

the weather reports and forecast. 

6. Arrangements to be made for the immediate publication of storm warnings by 

the Shanghai Harbour Master, and for hoisting storm drums at signal stations 

at Pootung and Woosung. 

7. The instruments required for observations to be supplied at their own cost by 

the steamer owners and the Customs. 

8. The Chinese authorities and the local underwriters to be asked to contribute 

the necessary funds for the telephone line to Zikawei, and for the other 

current expenses. 

9. The Telegraph Companies to be asked to transmit weather messages free of 
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charge. 

10. The Committee of the Chamber of Commerce to be charged with the 

financial and business management of the undertaking. 

Most of these propositions were agreed to by almost all the attendants. The delegate of 

the Great Northern Telegraph Company had promised to continue free weather telegram 

transmission; if charged, the agent noted, it would cost $55 a day. The delegate from the 

China Merchants’ Steam Navigation Company was in favour of the scheme and would 

support it. The agent from the Peninsular & Oriental Company estimated that the cost to 

equip each steamer with necessary instrument for observation would be $25, and he 

addressed that the Meteorological Office in London had for some time past furnished the 

P. & O. Co. steamers with instruments and printed forms. If proper representations were 

made, they might be willing to do the same thing for local steamers. On the contrary, the 

attitude and response of the delegate from the Customs were quite disappointing. James 

Hart said at the meeting that, “the Chinese authorities would have a great interest in 

supporting the scheme, and that he would use his endeavours to obtain their favorable 

consideration for it. He was however not yet in a position to speak officially on the 

subject.” That would mean the consent from the paramount authority of the Customs, i.e., 

Robert Hart, had yet to be obtained. 

This noncommittal response seemed to trigger immediately the old antagonism of 

the mercantile community against the Customs. Unprecedentedly, Forbes requested at the 

end of the meeting that the minutes were to be reprinted in the newspapers.109

                                                 
109 There were occasionally reports on the Chamber’s annual meetings, but it was the first time to publish 
such detailed minutes of a special meeting. 

 In the 

following days, a series of propaganda for the Chamber’s scheme and public censure 
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upon Hart’s reluctance appeared in the newspapers. The editorial of the NCDN on 

October 5 summarized the minutes and urged that the Chinese Government, even through 

its foreign branches, i.e., Hart’s Customs, must be asked to do its share, since: 

the incalculable benefit that would be conferred on the natives of this country by 

efficient storm warnings is too obvious to need comment. The loss of life among 

the fishermen in our own neighbourhood alone is something enormous, and a 

great portion of this loss may even now surely be deemed preventable. The 

number of junks wrecked in each typhoon and of which we have no statistics 

must also be excessive, judging by the numerous wrecks discovered after each 

blow. The benefit to humanity, the benefit to science, and the comfort and 

well-being of all to be derived from such careful investigation as the scheme 

before us proposes is not easily over-estimated…..Let then those concerned not 

calculate the cost too closely, but set to work with a unanimous conviction that 

funds thus spent will redound to the imperishable credit of themselves, their 

country, and the world at large.110

The press also highlighted the scheme’s possible benefit to the Shanghai mercantile 

community. Another editorial of the NCDN insightfully pointed out that the scheme 

would provide an imminent advantage to the local insurance companies in competition 

 

This leading article also praised again the capability of Father Dechevrens and his 

Observatory. It expressed pity that the work done by Zikawei was not as generally known 

as it deserved to be. This editorial had thus two purposes. It aimed to remind Hart the 

practical benefit of the scheme to Chinese junks and fishermen and the well preparedness 

of the Jesuit Father and his Observatory to do the work. 

                                                 
110 NCDN, October 5, 1881. 
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with their home contemporaries. For it guaranteed the “increased knowledge of the seas 

which now prevails lessens the risks to be encountered;…..and the admirable 

meteorological scheme at present in course of execution under the auspices of the 

Shanghai General Chamber of Commerce will prove an additional advantage to them in 

the future.”111 The local insurance companies in Shanghai, according to the review of the 

NCDN in the October issue of the 1881 Bulletin Mensuel, were “in conjunction with the 

laudable efforts” of the Chamber’s “recent energetic action.”112 One correspondence 

even upheld that the weather bulletins—the outcome of the Chamber’s scheme----were “a 

recognized want of civilization” since their role in the Far East, “with commercial 

interests in the ascendant, would be to furnish data requisite to foretell changes of 

weather, to give storm warnings, and to put the mariner on his guard so as to minimize 

risk to both life and property.”113

 Meanwhile, through publications in newspapers, Dechevrens consolidated again the 

“central” status of his Observatory. He furnished a memorandum read before the 

meteorological committee of the Chamber with nineteen propositions of the scheme, in 

which he reiterated the role of a central observatory or station in the project. Moreover, 

this central station, “fully recognized as such, will be the magnetic and meteorological 

observatory at Sicawei near Shanghai, founded and hitherto maintained by the Jesuits; its 

present Director is to be accepted as Director-General of the Meteorological Service of 

the China Coast and Seas.”

 

114

                                                 
111 NCDN, October 20, 1881. 
112 NCDN, February 14, 1882. REVIEW of Marc Dechevrens S. J., Observatoire Magnétique et 
Météorologique de Zikawei Bulletin Mensuel, No.86. 8me. Année. Publié par le Revue du mois d’Octobre, 
1881. 
113 NCDN, February 15, 1882, THE METEOROLOGICAL SERVICE, Correspondence by IMLAC. 
114 NCDN, January 26, 1882. THE METEOROLOGICAL SERVICE, Memorandum by the Rev. Père 
DECHEVRENS on a Meteorological Service for the China Coast, read at the Committee Meeting of 13th 
January, 1882. 

 Dechevrens also asked for an annual subsidy of Tls. 1,500 
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to 2,000 for the Zikawei Observatory and to be placed at the disposal of the Director. 

 The eleventh to the fourteenth propositions of the memorandum concerned 

cooperation with the Customs, in which Dechevrens required that all the instruments of 

the Customs “must from time to time be compared and inspected” by the 

Director-General; the Customs should be asked to ensure that “the frequent changes of 

the staff at the ports and lighthouses shall not interfere with the regularity and accuracy of 

the observations;” The daily observation schedule at all treaty ports and lighthouses, as 

suggested by Dechevrens, “should always be distributed with the greatest regularity; i.e., 

at intervals of equal length, say at 4 and 10 a.m. and 4 and 10 p.m.” 

These propositions made known to the public constituted further challenges to 

Hart’s authority over the meteorological work already started in the Customs. Maybe, it 

was the reason why Hart did not respond to the Chamber and Dechevrens’ scheme on the 

China Coast Meteorology until May of 1882. On April 6, 1882, F. B. Forbes expressed 

disappointment upon the Customs at the annual meeting of the General Chamber of 

Commerce: 

There is no doubt that it (CCMS) is a matter which is hardly within the province 

of the Chamber. The organization of weather reports and weather forecasts is a 

work which ought to be undertaken by the Chinese Authorities themselves, but 

as the Committee of the Chamber saw that the Chinese Authorities were doing 

nothing in the matter they decided to work the question in a practical way to see 

if it was not possible to utilize the Observatory at Siccawei under the Rev. Marc 

Dechevrens, who is admitted to be one of the ablest authorities on meteorology 

in this part of the world and perhaps anywhere. We were able to go to a certain 

point very successful, but we have met with a check at the last, in having failed 
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to obtain the support, the active assistance, of the Customs’ staff at the different 

Lighthouses, Lightships and Harbour-masters’ stations. Everything else has 

gone on very satisfactorily.115

Indeed, almost everything was ready. The owners of the steamers had assisted in the most 

cordial way, and the data on board sixty steamers were then reported regularly to Father 

Dechevrens. The Great Northern Telegraph Company was prepared to send the messages 

over their lines; and the Chinese Telegraph Administration was willing to do the same 

over theirs. The Manager of the Chinese Merchants’ S. N. Co., Tong King-Sing (唐景星, 

alias 唐廷樞), said that he had obtained official sanction from the Viceroys of Chihli and 

Nanking (直隸及南京總督) to have telephone communication between Shanghai and the 

Zikawei Observatory for the purpose of exchanging weather reports. The “last check” of 

the whole scheme was then obvious enough to the readers of the newspapers. Even worse 

to Hart, Forbes complained that the Chamber’s scheme was officially declined by the 

Customs without any reason given.

 

116

Thus the matter stands at present, and the community will share the regret of the 

Committee (of the Chamber) if a project which has been so far advanced should 

fail to be carried out. The Inspector-General had, no doubt, good reasons for 

withholding the assistance which was asked from him, but we do not know that 

there are any grounds for supposing that under other circumstances, or at 

 

 Three days later, on April 10, the leading article of the NCDN had followed up on 

the commercial leader’s lament. With grave disappointment, the press commented on the 

Chamber’s recent report about the scheme, which focused on Hart’s official refusal: 

                                                 
115 NCDN, April 7, 1882. SHANGHAI GENERAL CHAMBER OF COMMERCE. 
116 ibid. 
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another time, he may not be found willing to give his help, and that of the 

Customs staff. It would be a matter of regret if the projected meteorological 

service were to fall through after it had been so far advanced. This we should 

say is not likely to occur, as so much interest was shown in the subject during 

last year; and as Hongkong and Manila, with possibly other places in the East, 

are organizing meteorological services it will not do for Shanghai and the north 

of China to fall behind them.117

Here is another example of the press-enhanced discourse of inter-port competition in 

terms of different meteorological developments. The new perimeter was the subject of the 

China Coast Meteorological Service. The most recent counterpart development at 

Hongkong was timely reported by Shanghai’s newspapers and vice versa. For instance, 

one of the earliest plans to establish an meteorological observatory in Hongkong was 

reprinted in the NCDN of September 12, 1881;

 

118  timely comments on Shanghai 

Chamber’s 1881 scheme for the CCMS were also carried in Hongkong’s papers, in which 

they hit the essential to point out that the lack of cooperation of the Chinese Government 

(i.e., Hart’s Customs) was its most serious defect.119

On Hart’s refusal to the scheme, the editor of the China Mail, a major 

English-language newspaper at Hongkong, criticized both Dechevrens and the Customs. 

The observer at Hongkong commented that Dechevrens’ act was incautious as “not 

submitting his project to the Chinese Government whose cooperation was a sine quâ 

 The press in both nineteenth-century 

Hongkong and Shanghai had always been both the organ for mercantile interest and the 

watchdog for civilization. 

                                                 
117 NCDN, April 10, 1882. 
118 NCDN Sep.12, 1881, PROPOSED OBSERVATORY FOR HONGKONG.. 
119 China Mail, Feb. 14, 1882; Hongkong Daily Press, Jan. 31, 1882; Colonial Office File, CO129/206, 
454-462, Proposed System of Storm Warnings for the China Coast. 
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non”. Therefore, the editor continued, they were not surprised at the negative position 

“taken by the Inspector General of Chinese Customs in reference to a scheme, the 

organization and management of which was to be held by the Shanghai Chamber of 

Commerce, while its working was to be placed entirely at the disposal of a Jesuit 

Priest----both beyond his control.” 120  One month before the comment from the 

Hongkong press, Hart insisted in his Circular of March 1882 that “all results of work 

done with Service appliances are (Customs) Service property, and cannot be disposed of 

according to individual tastes----e.g., meteorological observations are not to be supplied 

except according to the Inspector General’s instructions.”121

However, under such overwhelming propaganda and criticism in the newspapers, 

which mobilized rhetoric of progress and civilization, Hart’s claim of property rights 

finally made a concession under the ascending pressure from the mercantile community 

on May 6 1882, when he ordered the staff officially to exchange meteorological data 

regularly with Zikawei.

 

122 However, interestingly, Shanghai’s mercantile community was 

notified of this consent as late as June 7 when a correspondence addressed that “We are 

glad to be informed that this (China Coast Meteorological) service may now be 

considered a complete success, Sir Robert Hart, K.C.M.G., having fully granted his 

assistance.”123

                                                 
120 China Mail, April 18, 1882, EDITORIAL NOTES. 
121 Hart, Circular No.184 of (March 17) 1882, in Inspector General’s Circulars: Second Series, 380-381. 
122 Hart, Circular No.188 of (May 6) 1882, 408. 
123 NCDN, June 7, 1882. THE CHINA COAST METEOROLOGICAL SERVICE, correspondence from 
ÆOLUS. The correspondent had also mocked at the French colonial government at Annam, for their 
doing-nothing on meteorological service there. A discourse of progress and civilization was shown when it 
went: 

 Former voluntary transmission of weather data to Zikawei by respective 

Cochin China suffered largely last year by a number of typhoons; but strange to say no steps appear 
to have been taken yet in the capital of the French Cochin-Chinese possessions, towards assisting 
any meteorological coast service, though Saigon is in telegraphic connection with Hongkong and 
Singapore; and wonderingly one may ask, is that the nation which claims to march “à la tête de la 
civilization (at the front of civilization)?” The observatory on Kowloon, Hongkong, is still not 
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Customs officers was at last sanctioned by their supervisor. However, Hart apparently had 

learned a lesson from this “battle” with the Shanghai mercantile community. He had 

realized the power exerted by the mighty pens of the press and their making of public 

opinion. On March 9, 1882, Hart gave order to subscribe forty copies of each issue of the 

North China Herald, a weekly version of the NCDN, and the Overland Trade Report, a 

weekly version of the China Mail.124 He reclaimed in 1884 his authority over Customs’ 

meteorological data when he announced in his Circular: “meteorological observations are 

authorized to be communicated to the Sicawei Observatory, but they are not to be 

communicated to other places without express authority.”125

                                                                                                                                                  
commenced yet.... 

124 Hart, Circular No.183 of (March 9) 1882, Inspector General’s Circulars: Second Series, 379. 
125 Hart, Circular No.267 of (Feb. 12) 1884, Inspector General’s Circulars: Second Series, 348-349. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 With the advent and advancement of telegraphic communication in East Asia, 

telegraphic meteorology was introduced and practiced in China in the 1870s. The 

precedent advocator Robert Hart launched a network of extensive observations within the 

functional authority of the Chinese Imperial Maritime Customs and had tried to connect 

them with other countries and colonies in East Asia. Unfortunately, Hart’s hunt for 

project director failed while a public want of a China Coast Meteorological Service was 

rising in the mercantile community at Shanghai. Under this circumstance, the Jesuit 

Observatory at Zikawei emerged as a realization of that common desire fostered by the 

community’s maritime experience of the lingering threat of typhoons. Weather 

forecasting or, more specifically, typhoon warning was regarded as a recognized want of 

civilization in the newspapers. 
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The press served at that time as the only public medium in which the interest of the 

mercantile community was articulated. An inter-port comparison by the presses regarding 

the meteorological development in respective port accelerated the public want in the 

Model Settlement and explained the rapid rise of Zikawei. By the early 1880s, the media 

had further helped the Shanghai General Chamber of Commerce to realize their 1881 

scheme of the CCMS. Telegraph, shipping and insurance companies promptly invested in 

this scheme detailed by Dechevrens, the energetic director of Zikawei, who started his 

network connection in 1879. However, Robert Hart with the extensive observation 

stations of the Customs was not willing to cooperate with Dechevrens and his private 

institute at Shanghai. A series of propaganda and public censure in newspapers 

contributed to mounting pressure upon Hart, compelling him to recede and compromise. 

Coercion of Hart was significant in light of its implication to history of 

science/meteorology, and history of nineteenth-century China as well. It demonstrated a 

power of the mercantile interest exerted upon the state via the newly-emerged 

commercial dailies. After the laying of the submarine telegraph from Manila to the China 

coasts, the mercantile community could not wait anymore for Hart’s earlier but pending 

meteorological project. The rise of Zikawei as the center of the later project of the CCMS 

ameliorated such mercantile anxiety. Without the full endorsement of the Customs or, 

more specifically, without the support of the Chinese Government, the Shanghai-based 

mercantile community launched their own meteorological project. The press had become 

their organ to incorporate Hart’s earlier efforts in telegraphic meteorology. A powerful 

discourse of progress and of civilization, advocating the China-coast meteorology, had 

overwhelmed the lonely stranger and outsider at Beijing. 
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Chapter Two: Inventing a Public Weather Service in “Motley” Shanghai 
  

The fledging but contested authority of the Zikawei Observatory within the 

Shanghai mercantile community in the 1880s is the topic of this chapter. I want to argue 

that the Shanghai general public, who affiliated mainly with shipping and insurance 

interests, had framed the unprecedented public weather service provided by a French 

Jesuit in the Observatory. Those at large seaborne Shanghailanders were, to some extent, 

experts in meteorology; for weather knowledge was imperative to their way of living 

with navigation. Father Marc Dechevrens, the director of the Observatory, had earned 

credit via his scientific notes in the press since the late 1870s, and gained support from 

the Shanghai General Chamber of Commerce in 1881 to initiate the China Coast 

Meteorological Service (CCMS). After the cooperation arranged with Robert Hart, the 

head of the Chinese Imperial Maritime Customs, the Zikawei Observatory formally 

secured its central status in the incipient CCMS. The Observatory had thus formally 

become a center for a far-extending meteorological network, receiving monthly weather 

reports from every station mainly of the Customs; and the “director-general” in the center 

had the responsibility to “prognostic” the possible coming of bad weather on the basis of 

daily, if not instant, weather telegrams.126

However, in the early 1880s, Zikawei’s central status as set in the CCMS was not 

recognized by everyone. Directors of the Zikawei Observatory had confronted many 

challenges from the Shanghai mercantile community and from meteorological authorities 

at other ports, such as Hongkong and Manila. With the establishment of a meteorological 

semaphore and a time-ball at the Bund of the French Settlement at Shanghai in 1884, 

 

                                                 
126 The two terms in parentheses were used by Dechevrens himself to define his position in the CCMS, and 
his most challenging duty. 
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Zikawei’s weather and time service were both further criticized. Various correspondences 

targeting at the function of the two new devices often appeared in the press, which 

demonstrated the readers’ great concern of the Observatory’s public service. 

At the dawn of the Franco-Chinese War (1884-1885), a change of the Observatory’s 

sponsorship, from the general mercantile public to the French Municipal Council for the 

French Concession, gave Dechevrens an opportunity to adopt the metric system 

(metrication) in Zikawei’s weather bulletins in the press. Such coup d’état aroused query 

from the British-dominated mercantile community who had been used to the English 

measures heretofore. Again, through newspapers, the same medium through which the 

criticisms were delivered, Dechevrens gave reasons for the change and defended the 

prestige of the director-general and the central status of the Zikawei Observatory. These 

back-and-forth accusations and defenses, I will demonstrate, had reflected what science 

and technology meant and how it worked in a “motley” society at the Bund of Shanghai 

in the 1880s.127

 Shortly after Robert Hart’s consent to cooperate with the Zikawei Observatory in 

1882, a reader’s correspondence in the NCDN, criticized the transmission failure of a 

typhoon warning dispatched from Manila and withheld in Hongkong. The letter revealed 

the embarrassing infancy stage of the CCMS at that time (August 4, 1882) and the 

unrealistic public expectation of the CCMS. It opened up a whole series of public 

 

 

“Who’s to blame”: the beginning of Zikawei’s daily public weather service 

                                                 
127 “Motley” was a word used by an editorial of the North China Herald, a Shanghai weekly, to describe 
the composition of the foreign population of Shanghai, which was then less than five percent of the 
majority Chinese. The editor pointed out that there was perhaps no spot in the world like Shanghai where 
“the interests and opinions of the residents are so various, the representatives of western governments so 
numerous, and the subjects of those nations so few, yet so influential.” See NCH, Feb. 22, 1862. It was in 
this specific society that the Zikawei Observatory launched its public service. 
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discussion on a weather service in operation: 

WHO IS TO BLAME? 

To the Editor of the 

NORTH-CHINA DAILY NEWS. 

SIR,----The approach of a severe typhoon from Manila was known in 

Hongkong on the 26th ult. 

  In Shanghai the continued depression of the barometer and the unsettled 

condition of the weather has been a subject of remark since Thursday evening 

last, the 27th instant. We knew that heavy weather has been prevalent outside 

for the last four days, yet the information telegraphed to Hongkong has all this 

while been withhold from us. 

  Last year the (Shanghai) Chamber of Commerce took the matter up so far 

as to discuss it, but it seems to have dropped out of mind since. Is the safety of 

British shipping and British lives so small a matter in the eyes of the Colonial 

Government (of Hongkong) that it cannot afford the small expense of sending 

the warnings up the coast, or is the interest of the Shanghai Chamber in 

foreign shipping generally of so little account that no funds would be found to 

produce the necessary telegrams? 

  Surely some one is to blame, but who is it? 

                           Truly yours, 

                                  FOREWARNED FORARMED 

Telegrammed typhoon warning from Manila was exactly what Shanghai needed for these 

devastating storms usually came from the seas of the Philippine Islands. Things seemed 

to move on the right track coincidentally in enhancing the warning capability in every 
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port along the China coast. The British Colonial Government at Hongkong had launched 

their own scheme to establish an observatory at Kowloon (Chapter 4); and the Shanghai 

Chamber of Commerce had solicited a subscription of Tls. 1,500 (about ￡500), mainly 

collected from the local insurance companies, for the first-year (1882-1883) expenditure 

of the CCMS,128

Via the press, the responsibility to the public of a public-sponsored weather service 

was tested. A Zikawei daily weather bulletin, showing yesterday’s weather data at 

Zikawei, was later put in newspapers of Shanghai since October 10 1882 (Figure 2.1). To 

introduce the bulletin to the public, Dechevrens wrote a French note in the NCDN, in 

which he mentioned that the Shanghai Chamber of Commerce and the Zikawei 

Observatory had agreed to implement immediately the proposed organization of a 

weather service in China (CCMS). He then availed himself the duty to offer the public, 

by means of newspapers, a bulletin on the state of the atmosphere as observed in good 

 which was a large project involving multiple parties. The Chinese 

Imperial Maritime Customs promised to provide their observation data; numerous 

volunteer captains or shipmasters on board the naval and mercantile vessels frequenting 

the China coasts promised to furnish their data at seas; and the telegraph companies 

pledged to transmit meteorological telegrams free of charge. The public anticipation 

imposed upon the collective efforts was that the Zikawei Observatory, in the near future, 

would become the major source of meteorological advice, especially warnings of 

approaching typhoons, for Shanghai’s mercantile community. In view of the incipient 

situation of the CCMS, the Observatory and its director seemed not the target for the 

general public to blame in the case. 

                                                 
128 NCDN, April 5, 1884. News on the annual meeting of the SHANGHAI GENERAL CHAMBER OF 
COMMERCE. The subscription for the second year (1883-1884), up to April 4 1884, amounted to Tls. 
1,300. 
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conditions at the Zikawei Observatory. If the editor had the idea that the form of the 

attached bulletin could be approved by the NCDN readers, the director continued, he 

would like to send it every day.129 Since this day on, Zikawei’s daily weather bulletins 

were inserted in the NCDN and occupied a prominent position----above the name of this 

major English daily and its motto “impartial, not neutral.” Readers of the NCDN could 

receive the weather message from the Observatory every day. Meteorological data in 

these bulletins—barometric readings, wind force and temperature----were all in British 

system of measures (left of Figure 2.1). Occasionally, there were notes at the bottom of 

the table to warn the public about the existence of bad weathers, such as “A centre of 

atmospheric depression is now passing north of Shanghai at a great distance, going 

north-eastward; it came from the south-west. A north and north-west (moderate) gale may 

be expected at sea, unless a secondary depression will immediately follow,”130 or just 

one single sentence like: “Barometer very high will fall down with the coming of a 

typhoon probably now raging in the south.”131

In addition to these occasional notes accompanying the daily weather bulletins, 

Dechevrens had answered, in special columns beside the regular bulletin, several 

questions regarding various meteorological phenomena for special mercantile interest. 

For instance, one question asked if the Reverend Father could supply the readers a 

comparison of atmospheric conditions during the last three or four years, particularly 

with reference to the silkworm rearing period.

 

132

                                                 
129 NCDN, Oct. 10, 1882. 
130 NCDN, Oct. 23, 1882. Oct.23 was Monday. Thus there were weather bulletins on this issue of the last 
two days, Saturday and Sunday. 
131 NCDN, Nov. 11, 1882. 
132 NCDN, May 20, 1884, SILK CULTURE. 

 Another example was on May 16 1883. 

In compliance with a request made by the editor of the NCDN, Dechevrens accounted for 
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the extraordinary rainfall in early May, which was caused by the passing of two or three 

typhoons during the previous fortnight. He also pointed out that there were already thirty 

different whirlwinds passing over, more or less close to Shanghai, since the Vernal 

Equinox. With only the data recorded by the self-registering instruments at Zikawei, 

which were far from sufficient for a well-worked-out typhoon warning system, 

Dechevrens suggested that one might perceive the importance of “having in the South a 

great number of meteorological stations connected by telegraph with the (Zikawei) 

Observatory,”133 as proposed in his original scheme for the CCMS in 1881. 

   

Figure 2.1: Daily weather bulletins of the Zikawei Observatory in the NCDN 

Source: From NCDN, October 10 1882 (left) and July 3 1884 (right). 

However, the telegraphic connection of Zikawei to other observation sites was still 

in question in 1883, the second year of the CCMS in operation. The year 1883 was 

significant in terms of the extension of the telegraphic link in China. After more than a 

                                                 
133 NCDN, May 16, 1883, Dechevrens, NOTE ON THE PASSAGE OF TYPHOONS IN THE INTERIOR 
OF CHINA 
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decade since the first submarine telegraphic cable connected to Shanghai in 1869, the 

Chinese Government decided in 1883 to build an inland telegraphic network. The China 

Telegraph Administration started their project of laying a land line from Shanghai to 

Canton.134 Submarine telegraphic connection in China also expanded in the same year. In 

addition to the first cable laid by the Great Northern Telegraph Company along the East 

Asian coasts, which connected Vladivostock, Nagasaki, Shanghai, Amoy and Hongkong, 

the Eastern Extension Telegraph Company had also laid an identical Hongkong-Shanghai 

submarine cable via Foochow in 1883 (Figure 5.3). Moreover, in May of that year, a 

six-mile telephone line had linked the Zikawei Observatory with the Bund, where 

Shanghai’s telegraph terminal was located (Figure 2.2). 135

 Without instant connection to meteorological stations in the south, Dechevrens 

seemed incapable of making detailed forecasts for the coming typhoons. For instance, his 

meteorological notes in the NCDN in the summer of 1883 contained such an uncertain 

narrative: “a first centre of atmospheric depression came from the south and inland and 

went towards the sea south of Shanghai on the 10th instant…..another centre is expected, 

and it will probably pass west and north of Shanghai.” Without adequate telegraphic 

connection at seas east of Shanghai apart from the outpost on Gutzlaff Island (大戢山) 

and in lack of inland reporting stations besides Amoy and Hongkong in the south, the 

Jesuit forecasters would depend only on their barometers, while instruments of similar 

 Unfortunately, all these 

improvements in telegraphic communication could not guarantee Zikawei a better 

typhoon-warning capacity. 

                                                 
134 Jorma Ahvenainen, The Far Eastern Telegraph: the history of telegraphic communications between the 
Far East, Europe, and America before the First World War (Helsinki: Suomalainen Tiedeakatemia, 1981), 
59-90. 
135 This telephone line was an ancillary plan to the original project of the CCMS proposed in 1881, see the 
letter (Sept.12, 1881) from Dechevrens to F. B. Forbes, the Chairman of the Shanghai General Chamber of 
Commerce, in NCDN, Oct. 1, 1881. 



 79 

kind were also in the hands of shipmasters. Another rough weather note from Zikawei 

went, “for the last three days there has been high atmospheric pressure at Shanghai and 

low pressure in the South of China. During that time, two centres of depression have 

arrived on the continent and left it to take to sea South of Shanghai; hence the strong and 

persistent winds, which oscillate between E. and E.S.E., with irregular barometer.”136

 The insufficiency of Zikawei’s instant telegraphic connection worried not only 

Dechevrens but also the editor of the NCDN. In an opportunity to review Bulletin 

Mensuel of 1883, Zikawei’s annual weather report consisting of monthly data, the NCDN 

editor reiterated potential benefits and the want of the telegraphy-enhanced 

Meteorological Service, especially at a time when the Chinese Government commenced 

their scheme of introducing inland telegraphs all over the country in that year. The editor 

thus anticipated that the extending telegraphic network would serve as “a useful system 

of weather-telegraphy inaugurated in China, at not very distant period.” A discussion of 

the defect and future of a recognized public want, i.e., the weather service, was constantly 

reminded by the newspaper editors or mentioned in the correspondence from readers 

when there was new chance for improvement. The same review then typically 

incorporated a discourse of progress and civilization and continued to state that “Our 

readers are no doubt so well aware of the importance and advantages of 

weather-telegraphy and storm-warnings that we should consider it out of place to enter 

more fully upon this well-known subject, which is now-a-days considered by every 

civilised country as simply a matter of course.”

 No 

data from any southern locations were specified. 

137

                                                 
136 NCDN, June 12, and June 15, 1883. 
137 NCDN, July 16, 1883, Review on Bulletin Mensuel de l’Observatoire de Zikawei. Vol. VIII, Shanghai, 
1883. 
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Nonetheless, Dechevrens’ major work during this period was not to improve the 

Observatory’s telegraphic connection, which was certainly a matter beyond the Director’s 

control. Instead, he devoted great efforts to distributing “standard” meteorological 

instruments, which were newly purchased from Paris by himself. Although the 

Chamber’s subscription for the first year (Tls. 1,500) was only half of the proposed sum 

(Tls. 3,000) in the 1881 scheme, 138

It will be remembered that the Rev. Father Dechevrens, S.J. left Shanghai by the 

Sindh on the 15th of November last, for the purpose of purchasing instruments 

and making arrangements for perfecting the observatory at Siccawei for the 

purpose of establishing a Meteorological Service in China. The Rev. Father was 

very well received at all the places he visited and was enabled to purchase the 

necessary instruments at Paris. His friends in France wanted him to give lectures, 

but his time was so limited that he had to refuse. He very much desired to visit 

England, but was unable to do so, and returned to Shanghai on the 17th March, 

by the same steamer that took him home. He brought some of his 

meteorological instruments with him, but the rest have to follow.

 Dechevrens began implementing what he had 

proposed and returned to France in November 1882 to purchase meteorological 

instruments for the CCMS. This home mission of Dechevrens had caught the attention of 

a Hongkong press, the Hongkong Daily Press, the earliest daily in the Crown Colony, 

which reported his instrumentation journey with great details: 

139

                                                 
138 NCDN, April 5, 1884, SHANGHAI GENERAL CHAMBER OF COMMERCE. The amount solicited 
by the Chamber for 1883 was Tls. 1,300. However, Dechevrens replied to the Chamber that since several 
large items in last year’s account would not recur, he thought he could manage satisfactorily with that 
amount. 

 

139 Hongkong Daily Press, SHANGHAI, April 3, 1883. The Sindh was a steamer of the Messageries 
Maritimes, a shipping company chartered by the French Government. However, the shipping intelligence in 
the Hongkong Daily Press (Dec.4 and Dec.6, 1882) noted that the Sindh left Shanghai on Nov. 30, not 
Nov.15. She stopped by at Hongkong on Dec.2 and left on Dec. 5. Dechevrens seemed not to be noticed by 
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This kind of inter-port supervision was not unusual among the foreign press in 

nineteenth-century China. Newspapers in Hongkong had paid much attention to the 

meteorological scheme at Shanghai from its very beginning. For instance, previously in 

early 1882, the China Mail (another Hongkong daily) and the Hongkong Daily Press both 

criticized Dechevrens and the Shanghai Chamber’s “incautious” act for not submitting 

their meteorological project to the Chinese Government, whose Maritime Customs had 

been making meteorological observations for years. 140  Hongkong newspapers also 

acknowledged their readers almost simultaneously with the delayed consent of Robert 

Hart, the Inspector General of the Chinese Imperial Maritime Customs, to cooperate with 

Shanghai’s 1881 scheme (CCMS).141 Meanwhile, the plan of Hongkong Government for 

a proposed observatory was closely watched by the press at Shanghai. 142

Dechevrens’ major reason for taking a short leave from Shanghai of merely four 

months was, according to himself, that he had to be back in time for the coming typhoon 

season. In the first annual report for the CCMS, the Director emphasized that his trip was 

not funded by the subscription collected by the Meteorological Committee of the 

Chamber. The trip lasted only four months during the winter, “a season when there are no 

Typhoons, and when the presence of the Director at Siccawei was less necessary; but the 

 Every 

substantial step in the progress of meteorological matters, as well as other projects 

associated with “civilization,” was simultaneously reported to their reading public by the 

press, which was making comparison of their city’s status with that of other cities. 

                                                                                                                                                  
the Hongkong press at that time while some eminent passengers on board were reported, including Sir 
Walter Medhurst, the British Consul General at Shanghai; M. E. de Butzow, the Russian minister to China; 
and Rodriguez y Munoz, the minister from Spain stationed at Beijing. 
140 China Mail, Feb. 17 and April 18, 1882; Hongkong Daily Press, Jan. 31, 1882. 
141 China Mail, June 27, 1882. THE TYPHOON OF 1881. 
142 NCDN, Sept. 12, 1881, PROPOSED OBSERVATORY FOR HONGKONG. It was a reprinted abstract 
of Major Henry Spencer Palmer’s “Report on the proposal to establish a Physical Observatory at 
Hongkong,” in the Hongkong Government Gazette of Sep. 3, 1881, 801-812. 
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daily observations have not been interrupted by his absence.”143

 Instruments ordered by Dechevrens were expected to arrive at Shanghai during the 

first half of 1883, in order to, again, be in time for the typhoon season. However, 

according to a report one year later by the Chamber, there had been some considerable 

delay due to the manner in which they were shipped, and some had come in rather bad 

condition.

 It was obvious that the 

Director knew well what his major responsibility was; and the pattern of typhoon----its 

prevailing season in summer and autumn----thus defined the director’s duty in the newly 

established Meteorological Service, which aimed at giving typhoon warnings. 

144 Dechevrens himself also complained about the deferral in his annual report 

of the Meteorological Service for 1883, for “it is a matter of regret that the order has not 

yet been carried out, and that, during the frequent Typhoons which have visited our coast 

this summer, proper instruments of observation have not yet been supplied to our 

ships.” 145  By February 1884, all instruments had arrived and were distributed by 

Dechevrens to ship captains, in order to register meteorological data at seas.146 Each set 

consisted of a barometer, wet and dry bulb thermometers, a hydrometer and a 

thermometer for testing the temperature of water.147

                                                 
143 NCDN, Oct. 1, 1883. Dechevrens, METEOROLOGICAL SERVICE FOR THE CHINA COAST, 
ANNUAL REPORT OF THE DIRECTOR, September 15, 1883. 
144 NCDN, April 5, 1884, SHANGHAI GENERAL CHAMBER OF COMMERCE. 
145 NCDN, Oct. 1, 1883. Dechevrens, METEOROLOGICAL SERVICE FOR THE CHINA COAST, 
ANNUAL REPORT OF THE DIRECTOR, September 15, 1883. 
146 To which shipmasters were those instruments given is still a question. Abundant names of vessels and 
their ship captains appeared in Dechevrens’ work of typhoon analysis in those years. But there was no 
evidence showing whether their instruments, especially the metric ones, were given by Dechevrens. 
147 NCDN, Feb. 26, 1884. 

 However, even if these instruments 

arrived on time and were installed on the vessels, they still could not serve to enhance 

Zikawei’s forecasting ability in that year (1883), for neither the vessels nor these 

instruments were connected telegraphically and instantly with Zikawei. 
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 Dechevrens’ professional advice on scientific matters was not absent from the public 

even during the non-typhoon season in winter and spring. He had written to the press at 

least one astronomical or meteorological article in every non-typhoon season. For 

instance, he furnished in December 1883 to the NCDN an introduction about the new 

discovery of a comet in September that year.148 In another case, the editor of the NCDN 

asked Dechevrens “to favour us with some information respecting the beautiful 

atmospheric phenomena that have been observed after sunset during the past two months. 

Father Dechevrens has most kindly acceded, and on Monday we shall publish an 

interesting and instructive letter from him upon the subject.” Two days later, Dechevrens 

did respond to the request with a long article on the topic.149

Meanwhile, newspaper editors and readers had also at the same time defined the role 

 Dechevrens’ responses had 

thus drawn the attention of the NCDN readers to the professional service that could be 

furnish by the Observatory to the community. 

 The daily publication of Zikawei’s meteorological information in newspapers had 

created a regular readership that appreciated Dechevrens’ public service. Despite the 

delay of those expected French instruments, regular observations still went on at Zikawei, 

and were furnished daily to the press. Furthermore, the extensive observations on board 

of vessels of major shipping companies, and at Customs’ meteorological stations, 

continued to be made and sent to Zikawei. Enabled by this wide spectrum of observers, 

Zikawei’s daily weather bulletins, occasional notes on weather forecasting, and treatises 

on specific atmospheric phenomena, had attracted and formed a group of loyal audience, 

who followed closely the meteorological passages furnished by the Reverend Father. 

                                                 
148 NCDN, Dec. 7, 1883. Dechevrens’ other astronomical articles in the NCDN included COMETS AND 
METEORS, on December 1 1885; and CELESTIAL VISITORS, on April 17, 1886. All these articles were 
furnished during the non-typhoon season. 
149 NCDN, Dec. 8, Dec.10, 1883. 
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of the public meteorologist-general by various questions they raised in their 

correspondence to the papers. Knowledge of meteorology in general and typhoon in 

particular, thus became a common sense within the literate circle of the mercantile 

community. An editorial of the NCDN had best illustrated this new relationship between 

Zikawei and the audience of its public weather service with the following lines: 

The excellent premonitions of Père Dechevrens, and his admirable treatise on 

the manners and customs of typhoons have somewhat over familiarized us 

with those unwelcome visitants. Before we know so much about them they 

were surrounded with a certain degree of ignorant awe. Now, everyone knows 

something, or at all events can easily say he knows about typhoons and the law 

of storms. They are talked about with more or less flippancy over dinner tables. 

Ladies have been known to pause in the middle of a conversation about 

volleying, in order to put gentlemen right who were not quite accurate in their 

definition of the phenomena of storms….150

 Not until January 1883, the Municipal Council of the French Concession (公董局) 

 

Nevertheless, to those who were not used to reading newspapers, Zikawei’s daily weather 

service was totally intangible. The next section demonstrates how Dechevrens extended 

the audience by visualizing the weather massages of the Service, rather than passages in 

the press alone, which unfortunately left the Reverend Farther numerous chances to be 

blamed. 

 

The “Legitimate Influence of France” 

                                                 
150 NCDN, Sep. 15, 1883, the second leading article. Words in bold type are highlighted by the author of 
this dissertation. 
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in Shanghai decided to erect a time-ball and weather signal station at the Bund of the 

French settlement. Such decision might be the result of the correspondence between 

Dechevrens and the President of the French Council, Eugene Gabriel Vouillemont 

(Manager of the Comptoir d’Escompt de Paris at Shanghai), before Dechevrens’ leave for 

France. Hereafter the “Sémaphore” became a regular agenda in the Council meetings 

since February 1, 1883.151 The French Municipality’s decision in erecting a semaphore 

station and time-ball tower was different from the 1881 scheme for the CCMS, which 

was proposed by the Shanghai General Chamber of Commerce. The previous proposal on 

the subject of publicizing typhoon warnings was to hoist storm drums at both Pootung 

and Woosung Signal Stations.152

As regards storm warnings for Shanghai, it need only be said that they should be 

given by means of signals easily seen and understood by all. With reference to 

the particular system to be adopted, the opinions of local shipmasters might be 

taken with advantage. Furthermore, the distance of the Chinese anchorage may 

necessitate some special measures in order to render the warnings more 

generally useful.

 Father Dechevrens had revised the proposition on 

January 1882. His new idea, which was read before the Meteorological Committee of the 

Chamber, went: 

153

With the concern of the Chinese anchorage in the south of the French Bund, Dechevrens 

seemed to suggest that a better position for hoisting the warning signal should be the 

French Bund, for it was located between the English Bund in the north and the Chinese 

 

                                                 
151 Minutes of French Municipal Council, Sémapore, Séance Generale du Conseil du 1er Février 1883 
(U38-1-2748, Shanghai Municipal Archives). 
152 NCDN, October 1, 1881, SHANGHAI GENERAL CHAMBER OF COMMERCE. 
153 NCDN, January 26, 1882. THE METEOROLOGICAL SERVICE. Dechevrens, “Memorandum on a 
Meteorological Service for the China Coast,” January 13, 1882. 
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anchorage in the south, which was close to the Chinese walled city at Shanghai (Figure 

2.2). 

 
Figure 2.2: Telegraphic link of Zikawei to the Bund of Shanghai and Gutzlaff Island 

Source: Left : Redrawn from Capitaine Gadoffre (infanterie coloniale), «Carte de Chang-haï et Zi-ka-wei, 

1901»; Right: Ahvenainen, 1981, 44. 

A more detailed plan, including a specific location within the French Bund, was 

proposed at the general meeting of the French Municipal Council on February 1 1883, 

when Dechevrens was still on his home trip. The Council decided to establish a 

“semaphore and meridian ball” around the corner pier of the French Bund along 

Yang-king-bang (洋涇浜), a creek which separated the French and English (International) 

Settlements. Furthermore, the Council proposed that this semaphore station was to be 

connected to the Zikawei Observatory with a telegraph line. This line, leaving the 

concession, would follow the “French route of Zikawei”, a road built by the French army 

in 1861 and maintained since that time, at great cost, by the French Municipality. It was a 

road extending far outside the French Concession at that time (dotted black line in Figure 
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2.2). The ambiguity of its ownership, as other roads built off both foreign concessions as 

well, raised controversies hereafter. Most conflicts arose between the foreign 

municipalities and the Chinese. However, this time, strife occurred within the French 

authorities.154

Further decision of the French Municipality to wire the Bund with the Observatory 

was different from the previous plan of the General Chamber of Commerce in April 1882. 

In the former proposal, Tong King-Sing (唐廷樞), a member of the Meteorological 

Committee of the Chamber acting on behalf of the renowned China Merchants’ Steam 

Navigation Company (輪船招商局), had already obtained an official sanction from the 

Viceroys of Chihli and Nanking to lay a telephone line for the same purpose.

 

155 It was 

one of the duties shared by the Chinese Government as arranged in the 1881 scheme (in 

addition to the proposed cooperation of the Chinese Imperial Maritime Customs). In the 

original plan of the CCMS, the Chinese authorities, together with local insurance 

companies, were asked to contribute the necessary funds for the telephone line from the 

Bund to Zikawei.156

 When the Chinese authorities were about to lay the wire, the French Municipal 

Council swiftly claimed again their ownership of Route de Zikawei. On December 22 

1882, Vouillemont wrote to M. E. Flesch, the French Consul General at Shanghai, asking 

him to intervene with the Shanghai Taotai (Daotai, Chinese Magistrate of Shanghai),

 

157

                                                 
154 Historians of Shanghai found that this kind of road construction by both foreign municipalities, which 
caused many controversies, was not unusual, and named it “road-building off the concession.” (越界築路), 
which marked the expansion of the city of Shanghai. 
155 NCDN, April 7, 1882. SHANGHAI GENERAL CHAMBER OF COMMERCE. For an introduction of 
Tong, see Jinyu Wang (汪敬虞), Tang Tingshu Yan Jiu. (A Study on Tong King-Sing, 唐廷樞研究) (Beijing: 
Zhongguo she hui ke xue chu ban she, 1983). 
156 NCDN, October 1, 1881, SHANGHAI GENERAL CHAMBER OF COMMERCE, proposition 8. 

 

157 For the mediator role between foreigners in the concessions of Shanghai and the Qing government 
played by the Shanghai Taotai, see Yuen-sang Leung (梁元生), The Shanghai Taotai: linkage man in a 
changing society, 1843-90 (Honolulu: University of Hawaii Press, 1990). The Taotai in this case, of 1882 
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in order to authorize the French Municipal Council to establish a telegraph line for 

connection to the Zikawei Observatory. Unfortunately, the Taotai rejected since the China 

Merchants’ S. N. Company had previously acquired a similar sanction to install the line 

from the Governor of the Kiangsu Province, and the Viceroy of the Two Kiangs.158 

Receiving Taotai’s refusal, Vouillemont addressed again to the French Consul General at 

Shanghai, saying that it was unacceptable that the China Merchants’ S. N. Company’s 

was being permitted to establish a telegraph line along the “French route of Zikawei.” 

Vouillemont asserted, “(the Council) could only formally oppose the construction of any 

kind which would not have obtained the Council’s consent.”159

At this point, I can not excuse myself from you that the terms used in your letter 

of February 5 last: “The Council could only formally oppose the construction of 

any kind which would not have obtained the Council’s consent,” seem to imply 

on the part of the Assembly of Municipal Administration, intends to take a 

position totally inconsistent with its true function. I need not remind you, Mr. 

President, that the Council is not accredited by territorial authorities, do not 

pretend to assume, vis-à-vis the latter, one any initiative, such as to engage the 

responsibility of the Government of the Republic whose Agents have only 

authority, to assess and address issues with an international character.

 This protest raised 

further tension between the Council and the French Consul General when Flesch replied: 

160

The French Council’s sensibility was reasonable, considering the existence of a 

heightened tension between the French and the Chinese Governments at that time. A 

 

                                                                                                                                                  
Shanghai, was Shao Yu-lien (邵友濂). 
158 Minutes of the general meeting of the French Municipal Council, Séance Generale du Conseil du 1er 
Février 1883. 
159 Letter from Vouillemont to Flesch, February 5, 1883, in minutes of the general meeting of the French 
Municipal Council, Séance Generale du Conseil du 15 Février 1883. 
160 Letter from Flesch to Vouillemont, March 26 1883, Séance Generale du Conseil du 29 Mars 1883. 
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series of battles broke out between the two countries at Annam (Vietnam) in 1883, which 

eventually led to the Franco-Chinese War (1884-1885). Facing the same critical situation, 

the French Municipal Council seemed to act in another way. On March 29 1883, 

President Vouillemont replied to the French Council’s refusal with a resignation letter. To 

defense the Council’s position, Vouillemont protested that the Council’s intention to set 

up a wire connecting Zikawei was not for the benefit of the Council, but “to render the 

greatest service to seafarers of all nations attending the Port of Shanghai.” Furthermore, 

Vouillemont claimed, contrary to the rising warfare, the semaphore and time-ball service 

would help “develop the legitimate influence of France” (développer l'influence légitime 

de la France). 

Indeed, matters went exceedingly critical for the influence of France, legitimate or 

not, when the Annam difficulty accelerated. The Third Republic was unilaterally 

engaging a colonial war for its power at Cochin-China and greater influence in East Asia 

without consent of other colonial powers, especially the British. On October 23 1883, the 

NCDN reprinted an article from the Daily News of London, commenting that “a great and 

friendly Power,” i.e., France, “should be needlessly embarking on a difficult and perilous 

enterprise” as it was then doing at Tonquin. This London article had also warned that the 

seemingly inevitable war was peril to the British trade interest in China: 

A war between France and China, likely to be long, bloody, and expensive, 

would be disastrous to the commerce of the world. It would be especially and 

almost incalculably calamitous to our own trade. The business which we do with 

China is enormous, far greater than that of any other country on the face of the 

globe. French transactions with the Celestial Empire are on the contrary 

comparatively insignificant. Various treaties have given us a right of access to 
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two-and-twenty Chinese ports; and in 1881 British exports to China amounted to 

nearly six million sterling in value, while Chinese imports into Great Britain 

were estimated at about seven million and a half.161

It was difficult to ascertain Vouillemont’s position for the war, but it seemed that the 

French Municipality at Shanghai tried to exert influence on the public weather service 

launched just years before by the Shanghai General Chamber of Commerce. To the 

embarrassed French merchants at Shanghai because the war launched by the French 

Republican Government, the semaphore was a plan not for any French civilizing mission 

per se, but for a practical benefit of seafarers of all countries.

 

162

The disproportionate influence of France in the Far East was illustrated in the same 

article by the composition of European population there. The London editor pointed out 

that the great majority of European residents at treaty ports in China were English. Some 

were American, and a good many were German; with the exception of Hongkong where 

nearly half of the white population there were Portuguese, and only one-third were 

English. Germans and the Americans again came next. The French population was far 

smaller comparatively.
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161 NCDN, October 23, 1883, FRENCH POLICY IN THE FAR EAST. 
162 Regarding the French civilizing mission and its implication in the history of science, technology and 
medicine, see Lewis Pyenson, Civilizing Mission: exact sciences and French overseas expansion, 
1830-1940 (Baltimore: John Hopkins University Press, 1993). 
163 NCDN, October 23, 1883, FRENCH POLICY IN THE FAR EAST. 

 A census conducted in 1878 of foreign population at all the 

treaty ports provided specific numbers in support of the above impression. The total 

foreign population was estimated at 3,814; in which 1,953 were English, 420 were 

American, 384 were German, while the French at all treaty ports numbered only 224. In 

terms of number of commercial firms, there were 220 English firms; 35 American and 49 

German ones. The number of French firms was only 9, same as that of Japanese firms (9), 
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but much less than Russian ones (19).164

 The French disproportionate influence, in spite of its much smaller population and 

the ongoing war with China in Annam, was undoubtedly imposed upon the CCMS, when 

the French Municipality of Shanghai made the decision to establish a semaphore and 

time-ball service in 1884. Vouillemont’s resignation was followed by another five 

councilors; while new members who continued to support the idea of establishing a 

semaphore were elected shortly after.

 Another census conducted in 1880 of foreign 

residents in the English Settlement of Shanghai revealed again the disproportionately a 

smaller number of French residents in Shanghai, where there were 1,044 British, 230 

American, 159 German, and only 41 French residents (Figure 2.3). 

165

                                                 
164 NCDN, January 3, 1880; The Times, Oct 25, 1879, FOREIGN POPULATION OF CHINA. 
165 NCDN, April 14, 1883. An election to fill out the vacancies took place on April 13 1883. According to 
Article One of the Réglement d’organisation Municipale de la Concession Française (1869), the Municipal 
Council of the French Concession at Shanghai was composed of the Consul General for France at Shanghai 
and eight Councilors, four of them French and four foreigners, all appointed by election. The councilors 
were to serve for two years, with half of them retiring each year. Those councilors who died or resigned 
were replaced at the same time as the retiring councilors. Whenever the number of councilors was reduced 
by half, steps were immediately taken to replace the vacancies due to death or resignation. 

 The Council composed of six new members 

held a special meeting on April 30. At the meeting, the succeeding President, J. Oriou, 

Director of the French Post, read a letter from Father Dechevrens, who just returned from 

Europe after purchasing meteorological instruments for the weather service in China. 

Dechevrens highlighted the benefits to be gained, in such an important port as Shanghai, 

from a semaphore giving the exact time. To this end, Dechevrens addressed that he had 

already “made an initial down-payment for the purchase of an astronomical clock of first 

order, which the march was as regular as possible and able to keep accurate time for 

several days, to obviate the disadvantages of a succession of days and nights with 

“unfavorable comments, which is often the case in Shanghai” (défavorables aux 

observations, ce qui est souvent le cas à Shanghaï)”. 
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Figure 2.3: Census of Foreign Residents in motley Shanghai (in the English Settlement), 1880. 

Source: English Municipal Council, NCDN, August 7, 1880. 

 Dechevrens’ complaint had revealed the nature of the society in which his new 

weather service embedded. The local English-language commercial press had formed a 

convenient forum filled with “letters to the editors,” expressing great interest in the 

matter of weather in relation to shipping and other public issues. 

In contrast to the critical, if not hostile, newspaper readers at Shanghai, the 

sponsorship from the French Municipality gave more warmth to the French Jesuit Father. 

After the sponsorship from the Chamber of Commerce, Zikawei received a more regular 

subscription from the French Municipality beginning from 1884. In the same letter to the 

new French Council, Dechevrens also estimated that the purchase of more instruments 

and their installation would result in an expenditure of approximately Tls. 3,000 (￡

1,000). In addition to this sum, the Director of the Central Observatory believed that he 

could count on an annual subsidy of Tls. 300 (￡100), considering his expenses and 
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somehow in compensation for the time and effort he devoted to this public service.166 

The Council later decided on the erection of the semaphore station and authorized the 

annual payment of the sum of Tls. 300 to the Director at Zikawei on May 29, 1883.167

We believe the Zikawei Observatory is now connected with the settlements of 

Shanghai per telephone,

 

 Strange enough, this sponsorship from the French Municipal Council was unknown 

to the editor of the NCDN in the first few months. The English press reviewing Zikawei’s 

Bulletin Mensuel, on July 16 1883, still solicited fund from general public of Shanghai: 

168 and for the benefit of the large fleets of steamers and 

sailing vessels visiting the port we sincerely hope that it may be possible for the 

Municipalities, or the I. M. Customs, to make some arrangements with the 

director of the Observatory regarding the establishment of a Time Ball for 

Shanghai. Considering that Shanghai must be regarded as the metropolis of the 

whole trade of North-China, we cannot help thinking that it is a disgrace to the 

emporium of such a large shipping interest and trade that no such means as a 

Time Ball should have been provided yet from public funds, to facilitate the 

correct rating of marine chronometers; especially if we bear in mind that in 

Western countries every second- or even third-rate seaport town affords such 

ready and easy means, which are required by the rapid movements of most 

vessels now-a-days, and their short stay in port…169

The importance of a precise local time was crucial to locating a vessel (longitude) at sea 

 

                                                 
166 Minutes of the French Municipal Council, Séance Extraordinaire du Conseil du 30 Avril 1883. 
167 Minutes of the French Municipal Council, Séance Generale du Conseil du 29 Mai 1883. 
168 Another indirect proof for the date of that telephone line, see the Hongkong Telegraph of April 9, 1883, 
which noted that the Observatory was shortly to be connected by telephone with the Settlements. 
169 NCDN, July 16, 1883, Review on the Bulletin Mensuel de l’Observatoire de Zikawei. Vol. VIII, 
Shanghai, 1883. 
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by comparison of marine chronometers on board.170

 The editor’s ignorance of the sponsorship from the French Municipality seemed 

explicable since further substantial action of the Council was not taken until the 

following year (1884). The annual meeting of the Shanghai General Chamber of 

Commerce on April 4 1884, reviewing the progress of the CCMS, had noted a deferral on 

account of the want of funds in the French Council.

 Moreover, this kind of passage, 

expressing a comparison of the progress between Shanghai and other places, was not 

unfamiliar to newspaper readers at that time. 

171 The erection of the time-ball and 

weather signal station in the French Concession, working in conjunction with the 

Observatory, which was part of the system originally arranged, was finally realized in the 

August of 1884. According to the NCDN, the time-ball was officially tried in the morning 

of August 15, in the presence of Father Dechevrens, Messieurs Oriou, Bonabeau 

(Secretary of the French Council), Blondin (Engineer to the Council), and several other 

gentlemen, who took “a lively interest in its establishment and working.” The trial, which 

followed forty to fifty precedent unofficial trials in the previous few days, was reported in 

depth, including Dechevrens’ design of the ball, and the manufacturing of it. The 

releasing apparatus designed by Mr. Bishop, Electrician to the English Municipal Council, 

was, the editor continued, “very comprehensive in design and a beautiful finished piece 

of workmanship.” Then the editor introduced the apparatus in great detail:172

The distance by line from the Ball to the Observatory is between seven and eight 

miles, and both are connected by a telephone line through the Telegraph 

Exchange, as well as by a special time-ball wire. The apparatus at Sicawei 

 

                                                 
170 For the marine chronometers and determining the longitude at seas, see Dava Sobel, Longitude: the true 
story of a lone genius who solved the greatest scientific problem of his time (New York: Walker, 1995). 
171 NCDN, April 5, 1884, SHANGHAI GENERAL CHAMBER OF COMMERCE. 
172 NCDN, August 16, 1884. 
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consists of the necessary sureties, key and galvanometers for testing the 

apparatus there, as well as for sending the time current, and is so arranged that 

by simply shifting a peg it may be at once proved that all is right within the 

Observatory before a current being sent as a test, preliminary to dropping the 

ball. Similar means are provided at the ball-house at Shanghai for making the 

same test and informing Sicawei by signal that all is right. This is done by visual 

signals, and takes a much shorter time than by the telephone----which is reserved 

more especially for communication of proposed flag signals in connection with 

the meteorological service, of which the Rev. Père Dechevrens is the head. Still, 

in case of emergency, the ball may be dropped by hand from signals sent by 

telephone. Line tests having been made and answered, the ball is hoisted, and at 

the appointed time a current is sent from Sicawei, which, arriving at the Ball 

House, actuates a Siemens’s polarized relay and puts in motion a polarized 

electro-magnetic detent, which releases the ball….. 

In conclusion of that detailed report, the editor congratulated the French Municipality on 

the accomplishment of their “public-spirited design.” Thanks were also given to 

Dechevrens and Bishop for their contribution to its construction, with compliments on the 

very efficient manner in which that design had been executed. 

 Flag signals (semaphore) for weather forecasting commenced in September, shortly 

after the time-ball service. Occasionally, the signals hoisted were interpreted and 

reiterated by the NCDN, such as “the signals in the morning showed N. wind at Gutzlaff, 

with a force of 6,” “the semaphore signal in the morning indicated S.W. wind with a force 

3. In the afternoon the flags indicated a typhoon in the S.W., going north,” or “the 

Semaphore yesterday signaled that the typhoon which had been reported as ragging to the 
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south of Shanghai had gone to the S.E.”173

At this Port in the autumn, a weather semaphore and time-ball was erected at the 

French Concession side of the Outer Yang-king-bang Bridge. The semaphore is 

 On September 23 (Tuesday), the shifting of 

semaphore in the previous couple days was confusing to the public and the NCDN had 

been asked for further clarification: 

There appears to be two typhoons at present in the China Sea. On Sunday the 

semaphore signals indicated a typhoon raging at sea to the East and below Japan. 

It is this one probably that has advanced toward the Chinese coast, for the 

signals at 11 a.m. yesterday denoted the wind N.E. with a force of eight, or a stiff 

gale. In the afternoon yesterday, the signals indicated a typhoon on the East of 

Formosa. We have been asked to explain some of the signals hoisted on the Time 

Ball staff. The cardinal points of the compass are denoted by square flags; blue is 

N.; red, E.; half blue and half white perpendicularly S.; and white and red 

horizontally W. The force of the wind is shown by numbers as follows:--0--calm; 

1--light airs, 2—light breeze; 3—moderate breeze; 4—fresh breeze; 5—stiff 

breeze; 6—moderate gale; 7—full gale; 8—hard gale; 9—storm, and 

10—hurricane. 

This semaphore and time-ball mast standing at the middle of the Bunds of the 

foreign settlements had become a public spectacle, not only for foreign residents but also 

for native Chinese. A Chinese illustrated newspaper, Dian-Shi-Zhai Illustrated News (點

石齋畫報), had also reported its establishment with a brief introduction of its operation 

(left of Figure 2.4). It was titled “The Meridian of the Sun” (日之方中) and contained a 

brief description of the operation of the new device: 

                                                 
173 Three examples were taken respectively from the NCDN, September 3, 6, 10, 1884. 
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hoisted at 10 o’clock every morning, signaling the weather condition outside 

Woosung; the flags will change according to the variation of the direction and 

force of wind, and denote rain or shine. Regarding the ball, it is raised to be at 

half mast at 11.45, to be at the top of the mast at 11.55, and fall at 12.00. It is for 

the time-rating of the residents, who hold that it is marvelous. There are various 

flags for different direction and force of wind, and thus hard to depict. So we 

obviate the flags and save the ball (in the picture).174

Similar introduction of the operation of the ball was carried in the NCDN of August 19 

1884. The article further pointed out that the weather flags hoisted in the morning were 

not as vague as the weather condition outside Woosung, as the Chinese illustrated news 

indicated. The English daily at Shanghai detailed that the 10-a.m. flags were stating the 

daily weather observation taken at the Gutzlaff Island at 8 o’clock in every morning.

 

175 

Gutzlaff (大戢山) was at the south estuary of the Yangtse River, 83 kilometer (51.6 miles) 

away from Shanghai in the southeast, where there was a telegraph station and on which 

telegraph cables, to and from Shanghai, landed. In the afternoon, these same flags, 

according to a code printed and distributed at the expense of the French Municipality, had 

been employed to warn of approaching typhoons.176

The semaphore and time-ball station set in the center of foreign settlements was not 

only a marvelous device to native residents; it also signified the further consolidation of 

the public weather service by the Zikawei Observatory. According to the original plan, it 

 

                                                 
174 Dian-Shi-Zhai Illustrated News, No.22, 1884. For a recent study of the News, see Rudolf G, Wagner, 
Joining the Global Imaginaire: The Shanghai Illustrated Newspaper Dianshizhai Huabao, in Wagner ed., 
Joining the Global Public: word, image and city in early Chinese newspapers, 1870-1910 (Albany: State 
University of New York Press, 2007), 105-173. 
175 NCDN, August 19, 1884. 
176 Bulletin Mensuel de l’observatoire manégtique et météorologique de Zi-ka-wei, tome. XII, année 1884 
(1885), p. IV. 
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was sponsored mainly by the French Municipal Council during the turmoil of the 

Franco-Chinese War with the “public opinion” in the major English newspapers against 

the battle. The French Municipality continued to sponsor the operation of the Semaphore 

Station alone till 1902, though the International Municipal Council agreed to share half of 

its expenditure as requested by the French Municipality.177 Until then, the Semaphore 

Station served to enhance the French “legitimate influence” in this cosmopolitan city. 

Nonetheless, since the very beginning, the operation of the time-ball and the weather 

signals had been closely scrutinized by the foreign residents at Shanghai and criticized by 

the mercantile community. Their “unfavorable comments,” foreseen by Dechevrens, 

revealed how a public scientific institution worked in a mercantile motley society. 

 

 

Figure 2.4: The Weather Semaphore and the Time-Ball Station at the Bund of Shanghai 

Source: Left: Dian-Shi-Zhai Illustrated News (點石齋畫報) , No.22, 1884; Right: cover page of J. de Moidrey, Notes 

on the Climate of Shanghai, 1873-1902 (Shanghai: Oriental Press, sold by Kelly & Walsh, 1904). 

 

                                                 
177 Annual Report of the Shanghai Municipal Council, 1907, p.220. 
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“Unfavorable comments” against Zikawei’s public service 

 In the first month of its operation, the punctuality of the dropping of the time-ball 

was a public concern and closely examined by the correspondence in the press. The 

general public had compared the new device with other authorities that provided the 

meridian time. Three days after its first official test, the NCDN noted, on August 19 1884, 

that the fall of the ball was “forty-five seconds after the (meridian) gun was fired on 

board H.M.S. (Her Majesty’s Ship, i.e., the British Navy’s) Cleopatra.” In the NCDN of 

August 27, when the bombardment of a French fleet at the Pagoda Anchorage, Foochow, 

was reported as a hot issue with an illustrated map drawn by an eye-witness, a 

correspondence criticized on the function of the local time-ball which seemed still on its 

probation: 

THE TIME BALL 

To the Editor of the NORTH-CHINA DAILY NEWS. 

SIR,----It would be very interesting to know if the above-named boon to 

Shanghai is simply working for practice or actually giving us Shanghai noon. I 

am led to ask this question, seeing that its performance in the last few days is, to 

say the least of it, spasmodic. To-day at noon it was nearly one minute out as 

compared with its yesterday’s time by a first-class chronometer. I would also 

suggest that when ready for work an official notice emanate from the learned 

savant in charge of it, giving its position, longitude east of Greenwich, which 

will help to simplify matters if one wishes to test the rate of clocks showing 

G.A.T. (Greenwich Apparent Time) 

                                        Yours respectfully, 

MASTER MARINER. 
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In contrast to “Master Mariner’s” criticism, Dechevrens had claimed that the service was 

inaugurated with overall satisfaction, and it had never been interrupted since its 

commencement on September 1, 1884. Another article from Dechevrens told that from 

this day on to July 1885, “only twice the electric current sent from Zi-ka-wei has been 

insufficient to produce the outbreak.”178

 Countering these rather hostile comments, Dechevrens responded with a long article 

in the columns of the NCDN on September 9 1884. First, he highlighted the importance 

of the new device, and gave credit to the French Municipal Council, the major sponsor. 

He considered those comments on the time-ball “at least a proof that the public mind 

does not look with indifference upon a service due to the initiative and liberality of the 

Municipal Council of the French Concession.” This assertion was quite meaningful in the 

anti-bellicose milieu against the French Government’s unilateralism in the 

Franco-Chinese War. Putting aside the possible effect of the war on the local mercantile 

community, Dechevrens defended for his service, insisting that a difference between old 

 The probation period seemed a good excuse for 

Dechevrens to escape from the unfavorable opinions. Unfortunately, Zikawei’s time-ball 

service after the probation was apparently far from satisfactory, at least in the eyes of the 

mercantile community. The NCDN pointed out, again, on September 6 (1884), another 

difference between the time-ball and the gun fired on board of Cleopatra. Zikawei’s 

authority on the precision was repeatedly compared with former time-rating device, 

which was open to the public, such as the gun fired on the British man-of-war and other 

“first-class chronometer.” In the “Master Mariner’s” letter, the longitude of the 

Observatory at Zikawei east of Greenwich, an associated question for deciding the local 

time, was asked, on which Dechevrens had never provided an answer in the newspaper. 

                                                 
178 Bulletin Mensuel of 1884 (1885), iv. 
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methods and the time-ball, which seemed to have caused much uneasiness, with a gap of 

less than six or seven seconds, was of little consequence even to mariners at sea. 

However, Dechevrens continued rather unwisely to defend himself by resorting to the 

French scientific authority: 

For my part, I do my best to give satisfaction to all. The instruments I employ 

have been chosen by astronomers of the Paris Observatory, who guaranteed them 

of sufficient accuracy to give the time within half a second. They were set up at 

Si-ka-wei under good conditions in February last, and the observations I have 

been making ever since confirm the opinion of the French astronomers….. 

After resorting to the authorities in France, Dechevrens introduced these French 

instruments in great detail. He had also nuanced the way astronomical observations were 

taken at the night of September 3 to decide on the exact local time. With this explanation 

Dechevrens hoped that “whoever is somewhat familiar with those astronomical questions 

will be able to judge what degree of accuracy we can attain, and consequently what 

confidence may be put in the indications of the Time-ball.” In comparison with old 

devices and methods, Dechevrens defended the accuracy of the time ball with what 

follows: 

Our observations are made only at night; we therefore use an astronomical clock 

to keep the time, and it is well-known how, for accuracy, an astronomical clock 

is superior to the marine chronometer. The greatest stability has been secured for 

our clock by fixing it to a granite pillar set upon a mass of brickwork sunk deep 

into the ground. Its rate is very uniform, the daily variation not exceeding 

two-tenths of a second….. 

In the end, Dechevrens announced that the door of the Observatory was always open to 
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anyone who was able to use those instruments at Zikawei, and was “desirous of 

controlling our doings by making observations of passages (of stars); he will be welcome 

at the Observatory and receive every assistance.” 

 Even with a long explanation from the “Director-General” as such, the punctuality 

issue remained under criticism in the later days. Dechevrens was quite familiar with such 

attack and had taken “preemptive” measures against these comments. In May 1886, He 

asked the NCDN to note to the public that “while a second astronomical clock was being 

placed in position at the Zikawei Observatory the first one was stopped, and the hour has 

been given by the Time-ball during the last few days according to the indications of a 

marine chronometer, whose variation is not so sure.”179

 Despite of Dechevrens’ explanation and efforts on improving the precision, the 

operation of the time-ball in the autumn of 1886 was a total disaster to all. On September 

6, one short note in the NCDN went: “The Time Ball did not fall at the right time 

yesterday. For the benefit of seafaring people we may repeat that the signal flag 0 is 

always hoisted, immediately it is found the ball does not fall at the right time.” On 

September 21, one paragraph in the same newspaper went, “We have been asked to state 

that the Time Ball fell five minutes before the correct time yesterday, owing to a 

derangement of the electrical apparatus. The Ball was hoisted again, but did not fall again 

till some minutes after noon.” The old question, “who was to blame,” resounded in the 

press. Was it the fault of the French Municipal Council, Dechevrens, or the Telephone 

Company? According to another article in the NCDN, none of the above was responsible 

for the failure of the falling. It was, according to the writer, due to some accidents mainly 

caused by the telephone line which transmitted the electric current to control the ball. 

 

                                                 
179 NCDN, May 19, 1886. 
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This seven-mile line along the Route de Zikawei was vulnerable to the “outrage” of the 

Chinese villagers, who were furious at the poles damaging the fengshui. Another reason 

was short circuit of the current due to humidity, the line hit by fallen branches, or 

interference from flying kites. The writer also pointed out the uncertainty of the 

alternative British method----the midday gun fired by the British Admiral on the Station, 

for there was sometimes no man-of-war and eventually the practice of firing the gun 

came to be discontinued.180

However, this discontinuity was amended by another midday gun fired by Robert 

Hart’s Imperial Maritime Customs at Pootung since January 3, 1887. On this, the NCDN 

carried a note that continued to highlight the endangering credibility of the time-ball at 

the French Bund: “The Customs midday gun was fired at Pootung for the first time 

yesterday. The ball fell about a second late; perhaps a larger ball might be used, as the 

present one seems too small. We are sure the community feels greatly obliged to the 

Customs for reviving this convenience.”

 

181

 These unfavorable comments against Zikawei did not target only at the time-ball 

service; the nightmare of the Reverend Father also came from his weather service, which 

was visible every day on the semaphore mast at the French Bund. Similar to the situation 

of the time-ball service, the motley Shanghai was also provided with sources, other than 

Zikawei, that furnished weather intelligence to the mercantile community. The China 

Coast Meteorological Register had continued since 1873. It summarized daily weather 

observation data taken at ports of Hongkong, Amoy, Shanghai, and Nagasaki, all being 

hubs of the submarine telegraphic cables along the coasts of East Asia (See Chapter 1 and 

 

                                                 
180 NCDN, October 29, 1886. 
181 NCDN, January 4, 1887. 
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Figure 5.3). From September 15, 1884, the data from Manila were added to its daily 

column in the press. Occasionally, some notes would be added at the end of the figure 

and sometimes they were specially put in another column. For instance, the NCDN of 

August 19, 1885 (Wednesday), carried: “A telegram of the China Coast Meteorological 

Register states that on Monday there was a typhoon to the west of Hongkong, moving 

northward.” Another source of the typhoon warnings was Manila weather telegrams 

forwarded to the NCDN by the telegraph companies, or by the Spanish Consul at 

Shanghai, announcing the presence of typhoons at the Philippines. 182  Moreover, 

meteorological intelligence from the newly established Hongkong Observatory (since 

1884) was also reprinted in the newspapers of Shanghai.183 Its first director, Dr. William 

Doberck, with the title “Government Astronomer,” even telegraphed directly to the 

Shanghai newspapers, informing the possible approach of typhoons. 184

Some of unfavorable comments on Dechevrens’ work came not from the counterpart 

forecasters at other ports, but from the Shanghai mercantile community, who kept 

offering their opinions on Zikawei’s public weather service. Some of the comments were 

 Zikawei’s 

competitors in providing meteorological intelligence thus came from ports other than 

Shanghai. Juxtaposition was the policy of the Shanghai press to include all possible 

sources. It accordingly induced a comparison among different sources by 

cross-referencing the weather information in terms of precision and efficiency of 

performance of each forecaster. 

                                                 
182 NCDN, August 5, 1885; August 24, 1885; June 11, 1886. 
183 However, these reprinted weather reports were usually in a time gap of six days; for instance, the 
NCDN of July 15, 1884 was from the China Mail of July 9; the NCDN of August 28, 1884 was from the 
China Mail of August 22; and the NCDN of June 22, 1886 was from the China Mail of June 16. 
184 For instance, in the NCDN, September 4, 1886: The Government Astronomer at Hongkong under date 
of yesterday reports:----“There appears to be a typhoon in the Pacific, E. of Formosa, probably moving 
northwards.”; and in the NCDN, November 20, 1886: “The Government Astronomer at Hongkong 
telegraphs that the typhoon which started to the south of Luzon has now gone towards Japan.” 
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mere suggestions for improvement of the semaphore. For instance, in the second typhoon 

season of the semaphore service, one article suggested that it would be an improvement if 

the French Municipal Council would arrange to have the flags showing direction of wind 

hoisted at one arm of the Time Ball mast, and the flags showing the force at another. 

Because the flag for East was red; and from a distance appeared like number 5, so people 

afloat seeing the red flag and a 6 under it might mistake them for 56, meaning “The 

typhoon has gone on mainland, near Foochow,” and that was the interpretation given to 

the signals by some people on August 11, 1885, whereas the flags actually indicated 

“direction of wind East; force 6.”185

The last meteorological observations telegraphed from Manila and Hongkong, 

 

 Other criticisms of Zikawei’s weather service came from the failure of the 

indications of the semaphore. For instance, the Semaphore Station failed to signal a 

typhoon visiting Shanghai at the night of August 13, 1886. As the NCDN pointed out 

three days later, the typhoon had obvious precursors of an early change of weather such 

as a gigantic ring round the moon and immense masses of clouds moving rapidly 

westward. However, the Semaphore Station only inertly hoisted flags after the visit of the 

typhoon one day later (on August 14), which gave the following messages 

successively:---“The typhoon has gone on mainland near Ningpo,” “The typhoon is going 

West,” and “The typhoon has gone on mainland between Foochow and Ningpo.” They 

were by no means any forecasting or warning in advance to the general public at 

Shanghai. Responding to a subsequent request by the editor of the press regarding the 

failure, Dechevrens explained: 

                                                 
185 NCDN, August 12, 1885. According to Bulletin Mensuel of 1884 (1885), iv, a code was printed and 
distributed at the expense of the French Municipality for warning of approaching typhoons. 
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and received at Zi-ka-wei up to the present date (15th Aug., 10 a.m.), are those of 

the 12th instant, 10 a.m. Thence it may be seen how useless are, for the prevision 

of weather, daily telegrams forwarded and received in such conditions. 

I am therefore reduced to our own observations of Zi-ka-wei alone, 

somewhat enlightened by those telegraphed from Nagasaki up to the 13th, 7 a.m., 

to know the where about of the typhoon that has just now passed in our 

vicinity…..186

The same excuse of the poor telegraphic connection with places outside Shanghai was 

reiterated in Zikawei’s Bulletin Mensuel in the years of 1885 and 1886. Dechevrens 

lamented that although there were already telegraphic lines along the coasts and the 

interior, none of them was connected directly to the Observatory. As a result, the Director 

could only provide semaphore warnings on the basis of his own study and experience 

over a decade.

 

187

Zikawei’s direct connection with other observation stations outside Shanghai, which 

were supposed to provide daily, if not instant, telegrams to each other, was the key to the 

success of the whole warning system. According to the trajectories of typhoons, they 

were formed in the eastern seas of the Philippines; hence, typhoon messages transmitted 

from there, especially from Manila, were more crucial than those from other sites. 

However, the telegraphic connection of Zikawei remained inadequate till the end of 1887. 

As mentioned in Bulletin Mensuel of 1886, it was not until December 1887, after some 

steps had been taken, despite not fully satisfactory, that the Fathers at the Observatory 

could receive telegrams much earlier.

 

188

                                                 
186 NCDN, August 16, 1886. THE WEATHER. 
187 Bulletin Mensuel of 1884 (1885) iv, Sémaphore; 1885 (1886), iv, Sémaphore. 

 

188 Bulletin Mensuel of 1886 (1887) iv, Sémaphore. Unlike the usual, this issue of Bulletin Mensuel was 
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 Dechevrens’ failure on forecasting the typhoon of August 13 1886 was not rectified 

with his explanations to the public in newspapers or publication of his institution. A 

controversy arose one week after Dechevrens’ explanation. The NCDN reprinted, on 

August 24, from a Hongkong press, an abstract of a ship log of a French steamer 

Menzaleh, which encountered a typhoon on August 13 on her trip from Kobe to 

Hongkong.189 Dechevrens perceived this extract in the newspaper of Hongkong as a 

forceful suggestion of his failure on forecasting the typhoon. He replied to this 

“unfriendly” extract with a letter to the NCDN four days later.190

                                                                                                                                                  
published at the end of 1887 and not by Dechevrens. For it was in this year that Dechevrens left Shanghai, 
officially documented, owing to ill health. 
189 NCDN, August 24, 1886, reprinted from China Mail, August 17, 1886, THE MENZALEH IN A 
TYPHOON. 
190 NCDN, August 28, 1886. Dechevrens’ correspondence, THE TYPHOON OF THE MENZALEH. 

 Dechevrens asserted 

that some remarks in Menzaleh’s report in the press were somehow different from the 

more authentic version given by her commander Captain Benois. There were two major 

differences. One was the state of the weather when Menzaleh left Kobe; and the other 

was the position of the vessel at the noon of August 13. Dechevrens criticized that these 

two mistakes might “totally puzzle the most expert investigators, both about the course of 

the ship from Japan to Hongkong, and about the track of the typhoon itself.” Regarding 

the early state of the weather, Dechevrens pointed out, it was reported that, on August 11 

and 12, Menzaleh proceeded with fine weather, “with very little breeze.” This was in 

great contrast to the authentic report sent to Dechevrens by Captain Benois, in which the 

state of the sky was not mentioned, and only winds from E. and E.N.E., at first force 4, 

then force 6 to 8 were recorded. According to Dechevrens, the scale of wind force used 

by the French seamen, who were accustomed to a scale from 0 to 10, was certainly “far 

from a very little breeze” (as said in the report in newspapers). 
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Regarding the position of the vessel on August 13, it was, according to the 

Hongkong paper, 28°15’N., and 127° E. (point A in Figure 2.5). However, Dechevrens 

said that the “authentic report before him” (Captain Benois’ report) indicated a different 

position of the ship at noon on the same day. (27°15’ N., 122°40’ E., point B in Figure 

2.5). The difference in the vessel’s position on August 13 was crucial to Dechevrens’ 

“prognostications” of the typhoon. The signals hoisted at the Semaphore Station at 

Shanghai on August 14 indicated that the typhoon moving toward west had already 

landed on the mainland between Ningpo and Foochow the day before. 

 

 
Figure 2.5: Different positions of the S.S. Menzaleh on August 13, 1886 

 

Dechevrens pointed out that the track of the typhoon depicted by the Hongkong 

press, which was supposed to be furnished by the Hongkong Observatory, was totally 

impossible. Both Captain Benois’ full report at hand and the ship-log of another vessel 

(the Bokhara of the Peninsular and Oriental Steam Navigation Company) nearby, 

according to Dechevrens, could not support Menzaleh’s track as said in the newspapers. 
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Dechevrens had thus questioned the authenticity of the passage in the Hongkong paper, 

which obviously threatened his credibility in typhoon forecasting: 

It is with deep regret that I find myself, by my own position and for the general 

interest, compelled to call attention to such a mistake. In the published report all 

the barometrical observations, nearly all the directions of wind are correct; it is 

then difficult to believe that all this information is not drawn from an authentic 

source. How is it then, that on essential points that absolutely characterize the 

typhoon, there can exist such a divergence between the true observations and 

those given by the China Mail? 

 The China Mail reprinted Dechevrens’ response on September 1, with a reply note 

from the editor at the end. The editor of this major English daily at Hongkong defended 

the authenticity of their report, saying that it was received from one of the officers of the 

Menzaleh. Furthermore, the editor emphasized, that “We have reason to think from the 

tone of the remarks themselves and certain other circumstances within our knowledge 

that they were not prompted by any spontaneous idea of the learned Père himself, but 

were suggested by someone quite unconnected with the (Hongkong) Observatory.”191

                                                 
191 China Mail, September 1, 1886, THE TYPHOON OF THE MENZALEH. The editor’s note of the China 
Mail was reprinted by the NCDN of September, 7. The most likely suspect in Dechevrens’ mind was Dr. 
William Doberck, the first Director of the newly established Hongkong Observatory at Kowloon. The 
establishment of the Hong Kong Observatory in 1884 and its rivalry with Zikawei are detailed in Chapters 
4 and 5. Through the mutual reprinting of newspapers at the two ports, meteorological intelligence was 
shared, but continuing controversies had highlighted the tension, not cooperation, between the two 
observatories. The Menzaleh case might be the first round of their conflict in public. 

 

The editor of the China Mail had pointed out here unintentionally the tension between 

Dechevrens and those unfavorable comments imposed upon the Reverend Father. This 

time, Dechevrens perceived the report of the Menzaleh in the typhoon as another hostile 

criticism against him, though quite indirectly, delivered at Hongkong, and probably given 
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by a rival weather forecaster in the new Observatory at Hongkong built just two years 

before (See Chapter 4). 

 Dechevrens had foreseen those unfavorable comments in his early proposal of the 

time-ball and weather semaphore before the French Municipal Council. With its regular 

sponsorship to Zikawei for the time-ball and weather service, the French Municipality 

had tried to strengthen the legitimate influence via the establishment of a semaphore 

service at Shanghai during the turmoil of the Franco-Chinese War. Contrast and 

comparison between Zikawei’s time-weather services with others was the essence of 

these criticisms. The difference between what had been shown at the time-ball mast and 

other authorities had derogated the prestige of the Reverend Father. The high 

vulnerability of the telephone line between the Observatory and the Bund had hampered 

the punctuality of the falling of the ball; while the poor telegraphic connection between 

the Observatory and other meteorological stations outside Shanghai was threatening the 

fledgling capability and authority of Zikawei’s typhoon forecasting. 

The Menzaleh controversy had demonstrated how the mercantile community, which 

was closely associated with the shipping industry, scrutinized Zikawei’s weather service. 

The press had played a major role in such mercantile inspection. The power of the mighty 

pen had been reinforced by the press at other ports. It was not only the press in Shanghai, 

but also that in Hongkong, and more importantly, their mutual reprinting, which 

collectively opened up a public forum for discussing the possible track of a typhoon, a 

key issue to forecast of storms. The closely watched public service of Zikawei 

highlighted the prime importance of navigation safety to the nautical community. The 

unfavorable comments on Dechevrens reflected such concerns. There might be 

unnecessary negative comments from the anti-French milieu which was intrigued by the 
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Franco-Chinese War, as implied by Dechevrens himself. When providing shipping news, 

the press could compare weather data at seas sent by captains of every nationality, 

including those from France. For instance, observations made on board Iraouaddy, a 

steamer of a French Steamship Navigation Company (Messageries Maritimes) which 

remained at the port of Shanghai during the typhoon and showed hourly variation of 

barometric readings from August 14-18, were furnished to the NCDN by the Company’s 

agent.192

The heavy burden and his unrecognized contribution eventually led to the departure 

of Dechevrens in 1887, five years after the CCMS was established, and three years after 

the Semaphore was erected. It was said at a much later time that he was sick in 1887 and 

it was why he left Shanghai.

 

Together with other information at seas provided by the shipping industry, the press 

could examine Zikawei’s “diagnostic” of the typhoon track in detail. For instance, in the 

following days on August 16-18, the Shanghai press had publicized the reports of the 

steamers arriving at Shanghai from the North, East and South. This compilation of all 

possible ship-logs in a typhoon was exactly what Dechevrens did when tracking every 

typhoon. However, the job of the director of the weather service was more than mere data 

collection. He had to analyze the data and predict the possible track of a typhoon in 

advance using Zikawei’s poor telegraphic connection. The task was more difficult, 

considering that he had to make sure that his prediction did not contradict with those 

onboard records collected and publicized by the press after a typhoon. 

193

                                                 
192 NCDN, August 20, 1886, THE RECENT GALE. 

 He never came back to China and died in Europe in 1923. 

193 NCDN, The Story of Siccawei Observatory, Shanghai: Fifty years of a great work; Hongkong Daily 
Press, January 1, 1924, OBITUARY, FR. MARC DECHEVRENS; Pyenson, op. cit., 159; Augustín Udías, 
Searching the Heavens and the Earth: the history of Jesuit observatories. (Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic 
Publishers, 2003), 162, 302. The reason for Dechevrens’ departure from Shanghai in 1887 and the incipient 
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Unfortunately, criticisms of Dechevrens’ ability in tracking the typhoons appeared even 

after his death. In a “peer” review in 1924 by Coching Chu (竺可楨), a Chinese 

meteorologist who graduated from Harvard, Dechevrens’ records on the track of 

typhoons were never mentioned, while the data from Father Chevalier (Dechevrens’ 

succeeding director at Zikawei), Doberck at Hongkong, and Father José Algué at Manila 

(Directors of Observatories of respective places) were cited.194

The Menzaleh controversy was not the only doubt cast upon Dechevrens’ ability in 

tracking typhoons. With insufficient weather data and a particular theory about the 

formation of storms, Dechevrens had charted typhoons with tracks extending far into the 

inland. He claimed in 1882 that he had proved that “the fact of a typhoon leaving the sea 

and going on to the mainland, does not necessitate the cessation of the whirlstorm (sic), 

as some meteorologists and other authorities have been inclined to believe.”

 In short, typhoon tracks 

predicted and tabulated by Dechevrens before 1887 were not included in the compilation 

of weather records by the later renowned meteorologist in China. 

195 

Dechevrens’ unique assertion was illustrated with his track analysis of three typhoons in 

October, 1881, for which he described as “very strange odyssey.”196

                                                                                                                                                  
CCMS could be anything other than his ill-health. He then lived in Europe for a long period of time till 
1923. After coming back to Europe, he founded in 1893 an observatory on the Island of Jersey, where he 
continued his research and published many articles in Nature and other journals. 
194 Coching Chu, A new classification of typhoons of the Far East, Monthly Weather Review, December 
1924, 570-579; Chu, The place of origin and recurvature of typhoons, Monthly Weather Review, January, 
1925, 1-5. 
195 NCDN, February 14, 1882; October issue of 1881, Bulletin Mensuel of 1881 (1881), 151-171. 
196 It was described by Dechevrens himself originally as “très-singulière odyssée,” in Bulletin Mensuel of 
1881 (1881), 151. 

 Take the second 

typhoon for instance, Dechevrens claimed that it swept over Hongkong and the Canton 

River (珠江) on October 14. Coming from Luzon, it recurved northward and eastward on 

the Asian continent, and took to the sea again at the latitude of Shanghai between October 
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16 and 17, though with a greatly diminished force (Track 2 in Figure 2.6). Dechevrens’ 

unique theory of inland-crossing tropical storms and their “strange odyssey” was 

reviewed by the NCDN, in which the Zikawei annual weather report was praised for 

containing a rich collection of magnetic and meteorological observations, and was 

profusely illustrated by explanatory diagrams such as Figure 2.6. In terms of nowadays 

knowledge about typhoons, it is impossible for them to go across land mass over such a 

long distance as shown in the graphs. Nevertheless, the press at Shanghai in the early 

1880s obviously could not herewith make any unfavorable comments to discredit 

Dechevrens’ incorrect “diagnostics.” 

 
Figure 2.6: Dechevrens’ “Very Strange Odyssey” of three land-crossing typhoons in October 1881 

Source: Bulletin Mensuel, Vol.VII (1881), p.154a. 

 

Indeed, the press had been a propaganda machine in the early stage for both 
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Dechevrens and the Shanghai mercantile public for the establishment of the CCMS, as 

described in Chapter 1. The outbreak of the Franco-Chinese War and Dechevrens’ failures 

in the time and weather service seemed to jeopardize the public’s confidence in this 

meteorologist-general. Further evidence is given in the next section to show how 

Dechevrens lost his credibility. Again, the press became the means and medium for such 

transformation. 

 

A coup d’état against the English system of measure 

 In 1884, while the time-ball and weather semaphore service at the French Bund were 

erected, Dechevrens changed the unit, from the English to the metric system, of his daily 

weather data published in the press. The metrication of all meteorological data and 

publications went simultaneously with the new sponsorship from the French Municipal 

Council. At the inauguration of the Observatory in the 1870s, Zikawei’s meteorological 

observations were originally registered in metric readings. However, Zikawei’s daily 

weather bulletins in the NCDN, which had started since October, 1882, were transferred 

into English units. The change was certainly targeted to serve better the majority of 

readers, who were used to the English system of measurement. However, the units used 

in those publicized bulletins were changed back to the metric system since July 3, 1884. 

Not surprisingly, the later change had raised a debate in the English newspapers whose 

readers were unfamiliar with the metric units. 

Dechevrens’ metrication had exerted another disproportionate French influence on 

Shanghai. In his first annual report for the CCMS on September 15, 1883, Dechevrens 

publicized his idea of metrication. He explained that the proposed adoption of the metric 

system in the CCMS was the reason why he went back to Paris, instead of London, 
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during the winter of 1882-1883, to purchase seventy sets of meteorological instruments, 

which were to be installed on the vessels frequenting Shanghai. These instruments, 

according to Dechevrens, were those adopted for the French Marine by the Central 

Meteorological Bureau of France, as well as a trustworthy manufacturer. Dechevrens also 

addressed in that report that he would superintend the installation of these instruments on 

board the vessels, and “hoped that the adoption of the new system of measurement will 

not cause them (captains of coasting steamers) too much trouble and dislike.”197 These 

yet anonymous ship captains, using Dechevrens’ meteorological instruments from Paris, 

were the potential supporters of his metrication inclination. Furthermore, he had, during 

his trip back to Europe, secured the cooperation of steamer captains of French origin, 

such as those of Messageries Maritimes, a French steam navigation company, which was 

chartered by the French Government to transport the French mail, and naval captains of 

French fleets in China and Cochin China, who were to engage in the upcoming 

Franco-Chinese War.198

 Metrication seemed to be an international trend and fashion at the time when the 

British global dominance was greatly challenged. In the October of the same year (1883), 

an international Geodetic Congress was held in Rome, at which the European countries 

decided to give up their respective first meridian lines and follow principally the line in 

the 180° longitude from the Greenwich, England. This agreement in unification of 

longitudes was accompanied with another conclusion. The conference hoped that, if the 

whole world had agreed upon the unification of longitudes and hours in accepting the 

 

                                                 
197 NCDN, October 1, 1883. Dechevrens, METEOROLOGICAL SERVICE FOR THE CHINA COAST, 
ANNUAL REPORT OF THE DIRECTOR, September 15, 1883. According the NCDN, Feb. 26, 1884, each 
set consisted of a barometer, wet and dry bulb thermometers, a hydrometer and a thermometer for testing 
the temperature of water. 
198 NCDN, October 1, 1883. 
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Greenwich meridian as the point of departure, Great Britain would “find in this fact an 

additional motive to take on her side new steps in favor of the unification of weights and 

measures, by joining the Metrical Convention of May 20th, 1875.”199 However, Great 

Britain did not respond to that supplementary suggestion at all in the following decades. 

According to Simon Shaffer, the British system of measurement was then regarded by 

some eminent Victorians as a reflection of their (invented) traditional moral value, which, 

in their mind, was crucial to Britain’s economic and military success.200

The persistency with which the various International Congresses urge Great 

Britain to change her system of weights and measures, and resolutely received in 

imitation of all other European powers, the metrical system, is a justification of 

the adoption of the same metrical measures for the new instruments that will be 

distributed to the ships which accepted last year the Meteorological Service on the 

China Coasts proposed by the Chamber of Commerce in Shanghai. It would not 

have been right to introduce for sciences in this immense Empire a system of 

measures which is now rejected by all powers but Great Britain, and is 

consequently to be given up sooner or later. The unification of longitudes and 

hours will inevitably carry along with it the unification of weights and 

measures.

 However, the 

editor of the major English newspaper of Shanghai, the NCDN, commented on this 

international request upon Great Britain, holding a different view from his fellowmen at 

home: 

201

The editor’s point rendered support to Dechevrens’ ongoing reformation. When the 

 

                                                 
199 NCDN, December 17, 1883. 
200 Simon Shaffer, “Metrology, metrication, and Victorian values,” in Bernard V. Lightman ed., Victorian 
Science in Context (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1997), 438-474. 
201 NCDN, December 17, 1883. 
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daily weather bulletins of the Zikawei Observatory were changed to metric measures with 

barometer-reading in millimeter and temperature in Celsius,202 there seemed to be no 

opposition from the mercantile community at Shanghai. Only one reader asked, three 

days later after the shift, for the translation between the English and metric measures with 

the following:203

“Ignorant” asks for an explanation of the metric system as employed at the 

 

To the Editor of the 

     NORTH-CHINA DAILY NEWS. 

  SIR,----No doubt the cabalistic method of recording the temperature lately 

introduced by Père Dechevrens, is, as he says, necessary for the unity of his 

records. But you, Sir, might translate these mysterious signs for the benefit of the 

IGNORANT. 

Shanghai, 5th July. 

The general reading public of the English newspapers at Shanghai were certainly 

unfamiliar with the metric measures. A regime for the employment of English measures 

was prevailing in the mercantile community, which was dominated by English-speaking 

(British and American) expatriates. The mass majority, if not all, of the extract of 

ship-logs and other meteorological records in newspapers, especially the barometric and 

temperature units, since their first issues from the 1850s, were registered in English 

measures. It was why the “Ignorant” could not make sense of the metric units. The editor 

replied to his request and furnished within the same page a note on the transformation 

formula between the two systems: 

                                                 
202 The format of the Zikawei weather bulletins on the NCDN was changed since July 3, 1884. See the 
table on the right of Figure 2.1. 
203 NCDN, July 7, 1884, THE WEATHER REPORT. 
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Si-ca-wei Observatory and on board the coasting vessels which have been 

supplied with instruments for carrying out the Meteorological Service. With 

regard to the barometer,----a millimeter is equal to 0.039382 inches, so that 

according to the metric system, 56.30 millimeters, as noted at 10 a.m. on Saturday, 

are equal to 29.776 inches on the barometer, according to the English system. 

With reference to the temperature, 29.9° centigrade is equal to 85.82° Fahrenheit, 

boiling point being represented by centigrade notation as 100°, while according to 

Fahrenheit it is 212°. To convert Centigrade into Fahrenheit, multiply the degrees 

by 1 4/5 and add 32 if above freezing point, or subtract if below. With regard to 

the force of the wind, a kilometer is equal to .62135 miles, so that 54 kilometres 

are equal to 33.55 miles. 

 In another issue of the NCDN, which noted the accelerating Franco-Chinese War 

that “four of the French men-of-war anchored off Sharp Peak have left, destination 

unknown,” 204  Dechevrens had written an explanation for the adoption of metric 

measures in the daily weather bulletins. To defend himself, Dechevrens cited statistical 

tables compiled by the archivist of the Paris Geographical Society. The tables imposed 

that the majority of the world, in terms of both the number of nations and of the total 

population, had adopted the metric measures. Furthermore, Dechevrens addressed, 

“There is progress unavoidable in the life of nations, in despite of the old habits and of 

the routine. Such is the metrical system. It will be, before long, the universal and the only 

one system of numeration used on the earth.” 205

                                                 
204 NCDN, July 23, 1884, LATEST INTELLIGENCE, OPERATION AT FOOCHOW. 
205 NCDN, July 23, 1884, Dechevrens, CORRESPONDENCE, THE METRICAL SYSTEM. 

 Dechevrens’ “majority” strategy 

demonstrated on the other hand that the majority of residents in Shanghai were users of 
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the English measures. The phrase “progress unavoidable in the life of nations” was quite 

weak in the context of Shanghai, where the foreign community comprised people of 

different nationalities. 

   

Figure 2.7: Dechevrens and his defense for metrication in the NCDN, July 23, 1884 

Source: Photo: Augustín Udías, Searching the Heavens and the Earth: the History of Jesuit Observatories 

(Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 2003), 162. 

 

 In contrast to Dechevrens’ vague majority principle, the change of sponsorship from 

the Shanghai Chamber of Commerce to the French Municipal Council in 1884, might be 

one of the reasons for Dechevrens’ metrication of meteorological data publicized in the 

English press. Dechevrens seemed to be proud of his insistence on using the metric 

measures, instead of the English ones, at Shanghai. He considered it a mark of the French 

control over the meteorological service in China.206

                                                 
206 Pyenson, op. cit. 

 However, this change from English 

measures to metric ones, unilateral as the Franco-Chinese War in the same year, was 

revised in the last year of Dechevrens’ presence in China. There was a small compromise 

on July 19, 1887; after which the temperature readings on the weather bulletins were 
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juxtaposed with both measures, while the barometric reading and the force of wind 

remained in metric units only. It was not until September 13, 1889 that all readings were 

juxtaposed with both measures.207

The restoration of the English measures might be attributed to the waning influence 

of the determined meteorologist-general. Dechevrens’ return to Europe in 1887 was not 

mentioned in the NCDN. It was quite strange for such prominent personage in 

meteorological service in China to mysteriously disappear from the public. Other sources 

in the later days showed that the reason for his departure was ill health.

 

208

Dechevrens’ “ill health” had apparently threatened Zikawei’s public service. In the 

typhoon season of 1887, there was not even a single piece of typhoon warnings issued by 

 But strangely, 

contemporary press did not announce of such an important event to the weather-sensitive 

public. The last appearance of Dechevrens’ name in the NCDN was on November 1, 1886, 

when Dechevrens furnished the NCDN with the lowest thermometer readings taken at 

Zikawei. Those readings were showed both in metric and English measures, but the 

English readings might have been added by the editor: 

The Rev. Father Dechevrens, S.J., informs us that the lowest reading of the 

ordinary thermometer at Siccawei on the 30th ult. was 8°.4C. (47°.1F.) A mercurial 

thermometer at the top of the Observatory tower, 100 feet from the ground, only 

registered 8°C. or 46°4 F. In the Settlement yesterday morning early, the 

temperature was only 42°. 

The press thus served as a carrier for opinions of Dechevrens and his discontent in 

metrication and set a compromise for both sides. 

                                                 
207 NCDN, September 13, 1889. 
208 NCDN, The Story of Siccawei Observatory, Shanghai: Fifty years of a great work; Hongkong Daily 
Press, January 1, 1924, OBITUARY, FR. MARC DECHEVRENS; Pyenson, op. cit., 159; Udías, op. cit., 
162, 302. 
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Zikawei. The public weather service of this private institute in terms of typhoon forecast 

ceased totally in that year. However, the general public in Shanghai seemed to have the 

least worry for such a delinquency. Without the meteorologist-general, weather 

intelligence was still transmitted among the telegraphic hubs of submarine cables and 

publicized by the press. For instance, on May 30, 1887, the NCDN carried: “Dr. Doberck, 

the Government Astronomer in Hongkong, intimated on the 13th inst.:----There appears to 

be a typhoon at some distance to the East of Luzon.” Another passage on July 22, 1887 

went: “The following report of the weather from Hongkong has been telegraphed to 

Shanghai----20th, 5.6 a.m. bar. 29.43, wind E., force 1; (?) a.m. bar. 29.41, wind E., force 

8; typhoon south of and close to Hongkong, moving westward. 7.26 a.m. bar 29.41, wind 

E.S.E., force 8; the typhoon appears to be crossing Hainan.”209 Telegrams warning of 

typhoons not only came from Hongkong but also from Amoy, which reported the 

approach of a violent typhoon toward the Formosa Channel.210

 Zikawei’s malfunction in 1887 was also exemplified by its failure on detecting an 

earthquake at Shanghai while a correspondent of the NCDN, who was corroborated by 

one or two other observers, stated that there was a distinct earthquake in Shanghai, at 

3.25 p.m. on June 25, 1887. According to the correspondent, the earthquake was felt in at 

least two points in the English, and one in the French, settlement. However, the editor 

stated that this obvious event “was not noticed at the Si-ka-wei Observatory.”

 

211

 Dechevrens’ metrication project ended with his directorship. His successor, Father 

 

                                                 
209 Two other example telegrams from Hongkong reported that “On the 22nd instant, a telegram was 
received from Hongkong to the effect that a typhoon was raging North of Formosa.” (July 25, 1887) and 
“there was a typhoon to the south-west of that port on Monday evening. Yesterday morning it had gone 
westward. At 5.54 p.m. on Monday the barometer at Hongkong registered 29.66 with the wind E.E.S., and 
a force of 6.” (Aug. 17, 1887). 
210 NCDN, September 12, 1887. 
211 NCDN, June 30, 1887. 
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Stanislas Chevalier (1852-1930) seemed to be less insistent on the metrication project 

launched by Dechevrens. In the annual report of the Shanghai Meteorological Society, 

established in 1892, of which Chevalier was the President, all meteorological data were 

followed by English measures.212 When he had to adopt metric measures to construct his 

synoptic weather charts, the succeeding Director addressed in 1896 that “I (Chevalier) am 

aware that the great majority of the members of the (Shanghai Meteorological) Society 

are not familiar with the metric system and will feel some disappointment at this, on 

account of difficulty they will experience to gain a comprehension of the maps.”213

 This chapter had demonstrated the fledgling but contested authority of the Zikawei 

Observatory in the 1880s. Director Marc Dechevrens had created a readership to 

appreciate his meteorological and astronomical (time-ball) service. However, he had also 

confronted various unfavorable comments from the mercantile community of Shanghai, 

who had alternative, usually British, authorities at hand. The mercantile community had 

another choice for the time service from the midday gun fired by the British man-of-war 

 

Dechevrens’ discontinued metrication had marked the motley nature of the Shanghai 

mercantile community, which resonated the tenuous status of the incipient public service 

of Zikawei. In such public, the British claim of English measures was vulnerable to the 

will of the French Jesuit director. The sponsorship of Zikawei came during the turmoil 

time of the unilateral Franco-Chinese War (1884-1885), when the French legitimate 

influence in East Asia was critically in question. 

 

Conclusion 

                                                 
212 Chevalier, Shanghai Meteorological Society First Annual Report for the Year 1892 (Zikawei: The 
Catholic Mission Press, 1893). 
213 Chevalier, Shanghai Meteorological Society Fourth Annual Report for the Year 1895 (Zikawei: The 
Catholic Mission Press, 1896). 
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or by the Maritime Customs at the port. In terms of weather service, the general public at 

Shanghai had been furnished with weather intelligence from other ports, especially those 

from Manila and Hongkong. With these sometimes contradicting challenges manifested 

by the newspapers, the role of a meteorologist-general was defined, framed, and 

jeopardized. Numerous comparisons, contesting opinions, and conflicting information 

were usually juxtaposed. The key factor for enhancing the Observatory’s capability in 

typhoon warning----telegraphic connection to the south----was endangered by the 

Franco-Chinese War. Together with the vulnerability of the telephone line connecting 

Zikawei to the Bund, the role of the Observatory was doomed to be unfavorably 

criticized. 

No matter how successful the Zikawei Observatory was in later days as a de facto 

central observatory in China, imperial as well as republican, its public service in the first 

few years was in a mess. The Observatory’s early difficulty was not simply a teething 

phase of its institutional history. Instead, it reflected the complicated colonial and 

semi-colonial context in Shanghai of the 1880s, in which the mercantile community 

played a major role in the founding of the Observatory’s public service. The 

Franco-Chinese War had endangered the incipient CCMS, in which the Observatory was 

availed a central status in a wide extending network of meteorological observation and 

forecasting. The telegraphic connection of the Observatory, which was crucial to the 

warning capacity of the CCMS, had been hampered by the War. Until Dechevrens’ 

departure in 1887, there was no substantial progress in terms of Zikawei’s telegraphic 

improvement in connection to any south station. The War might have also caused the 

change of Zikawei’s sponsorship for its public service, from the Shanghai General 

Chamber of Commerce to the French Municipal Council. The establishment of the 
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time-ball and semaphore service in 1884, and the metrication of meteorological bulletins 

in newspapers, all came coincidentally with the unilateral War launched by the Third 

Republic. One might easily conclude that these two events had both marked the extension 

of disproportionate influence of the French colonial power in East Asia. In contrast, this 

chapter had demonstrated that a zigzag mercantile interest, which could not be confined 

to Shanghai alone, had framed Zikawei’s public weather service in its first few years. 

Not surprisingly, such unfavorable mercantile scrutiny on the public weather service 

happened also at Hongkong, where a governmental observatory was established in 1884, 

almost the same time as Zikawei’s service at Shanghai. The next two chapters will, again, 

discuss the role played by the mercantile community in articulating their own public 

weather service, or more specifically, the intelligence circuit regarding typhoons. 



Chapter Three: Inter-port Telegraphy and Meteorological Intelligence 

  

This chapter deals with the agency of the shipping-insurance complex at Hongkong 

in “telegraphic meteorology” before the establishment of the Hongkong Observatory. I 

want to show the status of meteorology in a period with no professional meteorologist 

and try to prove that the Observatory founded in 1884 was the outcome of serious efforts 

made by the inter-port mercantile community. This community was suffering from 

typhoons at the seas and from the seas almost every year; their first-hand experience of 

this natural hazard made them highly mindful of any improvement which could mitigate 

the possible damage or risk. Submarine telegraph, one of the cutting-edge communication 

technologies at that time, was one of the measures they took for this purpose. This 

chapter demonstrates how a public want and interest for utilizing a principal new device 

had been envisioned and channeled by newspapers in the British Crown Colony in East 

Asia. 

The submarine telegraphic connection from Hongkong to Manila, set up in May 

1880, though not the first submarine telegraphic cable in the eastern seas, served 

substantially the mercantile community in re-framing their interest in meteorological 

forecasting; since typhoons usually came to the East Asian coasts from the Philippine 

Islands. Together with earlier cables along the continental coasts, these cables enabled 

telegraphic communication in the typhoon region. They linked Hongkong with ports in 

the north (Vladivostok, Nagasaki, Shanghai, Foochow, and Amoy) and in the south 

(Saigon, Singapore, and Manila), extending profoundly the area of weather intelligence 

for the Colony and other foreign settlements along the coasts. With this rapid, if not 

instant, means of communication, weather forecasting had become efficient enough to 
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warn the vessels leaving the Victoria Harbour at Hongkong of the approaching typhoons. 

This chapter demonstrates how this telegraphic web was integrated into meteorological 

practice at Hongkong, from the anticipation of such use before the laying, and the 

following urges and suggestions upon it envisioned by the press after the extension of the 

telegraphic chain. 

 

The China Coast Meteorological Register and its failure in the disastrous typhoon of 

1874 

As early as August of 1873, a system of telegraph-enhanced meteorological data 

exchange was carried daily in the China Mail, one of the major English newspapers in 

Hongkong.214 This was the China Coast Meteorological Register issued by a network of 

harbour masters of those port cities in East Asia. As mentioned in Chapter 1, the Register 

gave the height of the barometer, temperature, direction and force of the wind, &c., as 

simultaneously recorded at Shanghai, Amoy (Xiamen) and Hongkong every day. In 

addition to the collaboration of every harbour masters, the Register depended mainly 

upon the courtesy of the Great Northern Telegraph Company, which had laid the first 

cable connecting these places, for its free transmission of weather telegrams.215 

The editor of the China Mail had enthusiastically welcomed the Register as the 

“most useful measure” to the “maritime public”. He pointed out, with an editorial on the 

                                                 
214 The China Mail was one of the oldest English newspapers published weekly since 1845 and daily 
(except Sundays) since 1867. From 1860 to 1881, it dominated journalism in Hongkong with another 
contemporary: the Hongkong Daily Press (since 1857, hereafter Daily Press), a morning paper. See Frank 
H. H. King (景復朗) and Prescott Clarke eds., A Research Guide to China-Coast Newspapers, 1822-1911 
(晚清西文報紙導要) (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1965). Together with the Hongkong 
Telegraph, established since 1881, these three newspapers are the major sources of materials presented in 
the following chapters. 
215 See Chapter 1 of this dissertation on how the Company guaranteed the free transmission of weather 
telegrams. 
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following day, the importance of the Register as it could furnish shipmasters heading 

towards ports in the north of imminent typhoons. In the old days, no doubt the barometer 

in Hongkong gave sufficient warning of the approach of any storm in the immediate 

vicinity of the island, but the object to be gained from the Register was the dissemination 

of information regarding storms sufficiently distant from Hongkong or other places, 

which left the barometer comparatively unaffected.216 

 

 
Figure 3.1: China Coast Meteorological Registers of August 5 and 29, 1873 

Source & Note: Upper: The China Mail, August 6, 1873; lower: CO129/164, p.620, China Coast 

Meteorological Register for Fortnight to September 11 1873. Nagasaki was added since the end of the first 

month. 

The editor further suggested the extension of such daily exchange of weather data 

with other ports along the East Asian coasts, and southward to Saigon and Singapore. On 

                                                 
216 China Mail, August 7, 1873, METEOROLOGICAL REPORTS. 
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the basis of this far-extended network, he continued to suggest that an experiment might 

be made as to set up a storm-warning service in Hongkong. The editor mentioned that in 

England the ship-owning and seafaring communities were enforcing a universal request 

upon the British Board of Trade, to resume governmental weather forecasts, despite of 

the failure of the former forecaster Admiral Robert Fitzroy, in compliance with a popular 

expression of disbelief in their reliability.217 

However, the counterpart service in East Asia, in the editor’s opinion, was of greater 

need. Once the extensive network had been established, “a daily return of the 

barometrical readings, force and direction of the wind from every port between Japan and 

the Philippines inclusive, would give mariners at each point nearly all that they need to 

know in forecasting probable typhoons.” In terms of this benefit, “in no part of the world 

is a scheme,” the editor asserted, “likely to render such services to shipping as that under 

discussion.” With hindsight of the compiled data of typhoons of more than one hundred 

years, we know that the “Northwestern Pacific typhoon zone” has the highest frequency 

among all the areas over which tropical storms strike. The editor of course did not know 

this fatal difference in 1873. What he held was the extensive geographical area which the 

extended Register would cover. The editorial thus gives us an insight of how the 

telegraphic meteorology was “diffused” in East Asia. It was extended within the typhoon 

area with a specific perception of the threat. 

To fund a more extensive telegraphic exchange of weather data, the informative 

editor suggested, in addition to the courtesy of the telegraph company and the harbour 

offices listed in the Register, that an infinitesimal levy of tonnage due would probably be 

                                                 
217 For further details about Fitzroy, see Katherine Anderson, Predicting the Weather: Victorians and the 
Science of Meteorology (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2005), 105-130. 
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sufficient for the extension. Then, the editor continued to suggest that a meteorological 

section should be established within the Harbour Master’s department. Thus, all 

accessible information on the subject of prevailing winds and weather of each port would 

be “at the service of the maritime public.” This public, as mentioned above, comprised 

the mercantile in shipping and marine insurance industries. They were the mass majority 

among the foreign residents in China’s open ports, and were the major readers of the 

enthusiastic commercial newspapers, which channeled and reflected their collective want. 

The practical benefit of meteorology for maritime interest was not first advocated by 

the editor of the China Mail. In the beginning of the same year (1873), this “shipping 

paper” already advocated, with its editorial, for a Meteorological Society in Hongkong. 

Without the Society, the editor asserted that the safety of ships and cargoes were by no 

means to be improved and thus deserved the attention of the mercantile community in 

China.218 The editor in Hongkong pointed out that the idea was inspired by a report of a 

similar society in Mauritius, indicating that the most interesting part of the report was a 

chart showing the localities and tracks of hurricanes which had occurred in the Indian 

Ocean since January 1, 1872.219 The chart showed that eight hurricanes had taken place 

between the Equator and lat. 30 S., and three occurred in the Bay of Bengal. It was a 

praiseworthy contribution from the examination and tabulation of numerous ship-logs by 

the Secretary of the Society, Dr. Charles Meldrum. 

 This Mauritius Society was highly admired by the editor of the China Mail. He 

                                                 
218 China Mail, January 18, 1873, A METEOROLOGICAL SOCIETY. 
219 Mauritius, in the Indian Ocean, was no doubt one of the centers of calculation for the law of tropical 
storms in the nineteenth century. The Meteorological Society of Mauritius was established in 1851. For 
many years, Dr. Charles Meldrum was the secretary of the Society. Meldrum was appointed Professor of 
Mathematics at the Royal College of Mauritius in 1848; together with some senior government officials, 
scientists, planters and military officers, he established the Society under the patronage of the Governor (of 
Mauritius). A Government Observer was appointed to Meldrum in 1862. Monthly Notices of the Royal 
Astronomical Society, February 1902, 213-214. 
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contemplated the possibility for Hongkong to establish a similar society with Hongkong’s 

greater advantage than that “out-of-the-way settlement”:220 

Now, the question naturally suggests itself whether something of this kind could not 

be started in China. We have very small faith in any personal support being accorded 

to it by the great mass of mercantile residents, but we have great faith in their 

readiness to support it, to a moderate extent, by money contributions in order to 

permit of the results arrived at being published. Assuming that this part of the 

scheme could be satisfactorily provided for, the next question is where to find the 

working men. We have reason to believe that there are altogether some four or five 

residents who might be induced to take it up. To these might be added others in 

official employ, together with officers in the Army, Navy and mercantile marine. Say, 

that altogether some fifteen or twenty persons could be found to enroll themselves. 

As indirect helpers might be counted nearly every captain frequenting the port and 

the navigating officers of Her Majesty’s and other war ships…...221 

The editor’s proposal of a Meteorological Society of Hongkong in 1873 was among the 

earliest voices for a system of meteorological observation in East Asia. As mentioned in 

Chapter 1, a similar idea was put forward in the same year by Robert Hart, head of the 

Foreign Inspectorate of the Chinese Imperial Maritime Customs. In contrast to Hart’s 

fixed observation stations of the Customs, the Hongkong editor’s reckoning of possible 

candidates for the proposed Society had significantly included seafarers, which made up 

the major population of that Colony, and the colonial authorities. However, the following 

discussion will demonstrate that the great mass of Hongkong’s mercantile residents 
                                                 
220 After the opening of the Suez Cannel in 1869, Mauritius became “out of the way” to the major sea route 
of Euro-Asian trade. 
221 China Mail, January 18, 1873, A METEOROLOGICAL SOCIETY. Words in bold type are highlighted 
by the author of this dissertation. 
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seemed more enthusiastic in this matter than the government officers. 

Another advantage for Hongkong to establish a Meteorological Society, not 

mentioned by the editor, was the possible application of a telegraph link better than that 

of Mauritius, in addition to the abundant resource of personnel and the possible fund 

from the mercantile community. Instant telegrams enabled better forecasting than the 

lowering of barometric readings. Mercantile interest in meteorology was thus reshuffled 

by the advent of submarine cable, the cutting-edge technology in the 1870s. The China 

Coast Meteorological Register, which started soon after the first submarine telegraphic 

cables were laid during the late 1860s and early 1870s,222 was one of the earliest efforts 

to connect meteorology with telegraph in the “Far East.” One of the most important 

telegraphic connections, as regard to its utility in typhoon warning for Hongkong and for 

all continental coasts, however, was that linked to Manila, which was not realized until 

1880. This Manila connection, as the following paragraphs will show, was expected to 

incorporate Manila into the extensive daily weather exchange by mercantile people at 

Hongkong. 

The typhoon of the September 23, 1874 was a Katrina-like catastrophe to Hongkong 

in the nineteenth century, and became an ordeal to the insipient telegraphic meteorology, 

which was represented by the China Coast Meteorological Register. The typhoon was 

one of the most destructive and became a collective trauma in later years when people 

talked about typhoons that swept Hongkong. The Hongkong Daily Press, another major 

English newspaper in Hongkong, recorded the catastrophe as: 

Not a single ship in port escaped undamaged, and casualties and loss of 

                                                 
222 For the history of the laying of submarine telegraphic cables around the world during that period, see 
Jorma Ahvenainen, The Far Eastern Telegraphs: the history of telegraphic communications between the 
Far East, Europe, and America before the First World War (Helsinki: Suomalainen Tiedeakatemia, 1981). 
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life----the latter estimated at over 2,000 souls----have exceeded anything which 

has ever before been upon record. The city after the occurrence presented the 

appearance of a town which had been besieged. In all directions were roofless 

and shattered houses, crumbling walls, naked poles and rafters standing out 

gloomily against the leaden sky.223 

Unfortunately, the daily barometric readings in the Register did not indicate the 

approach of the disaster. The heavy gale started from 8 p.m. of September 22 to 8 a.m. 

the next day, and the most destructive moment of that typhoon was 1 to 4 a.m. of 

September 23. However, the China Mail, which was then publishing the Register 

exclusively, was an evening paper.224 As a result, the latest information on the evening of 

September 22 was that registered before 10 a.m. of that day (readings before 29.88 inches 

in Figure 3.2). Together with data of previous days, these readings did not show a 

declining tendency of atmospheric pressure, which was usually the principal criterion of 

an approaching typhoon. The steady high barometric readings before September 21 had 

been noted by the Daily Press that the weather during the last two days had been very 

boisterous and windy, and at one time it was thought that there were indications of a 

typhoon, but “the Barometer has kept high and at the time of writing there are no 

symptoms of more than a gale.”225 

 

 

                                                 
223 Daily Press, September 26, 1874, TERRIFIC TYPHOON IN HONGKONG. This news was attached to 
the official report of the Hongkong Government to the Colonial Office at London in CO129/168, 
FORWARDS ACCOUNTS OF THE DESTRUCTIVE TYPHOON OF 23RD SEPTEMBER FROM THE 
DAILY PRESS OF 24 SEPT. AND CHINA MAIL OF 25TH. 
224 It is curious that another major English paper--the Daily Press—did not carry the CCMR in the early 
years. It was not until May 3, 1876 that the Daily Press started to publish the CCMR. 
225 Daily Press, September 21, 1874. 
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Figure 3.2 Barometric Readings of Hongkong in the China Coast Meteorological Register before the 

Typhoon of September 23, 1874 

Sept.19 Sat. Sept.20 Sun. Sept.21 Mon. Sept.22 Tue Sept.23 Wed. 

10 a m. 4 p.m. 10 a.m. 4 p.m. 10 a.m. 4 p.m. 10 a.m. 4 p m. 10 a.m. 4 p m.

30.00 29.86 29.87 29.84 29.94 29.89 29.88 29.74 29.89 29.92 

Source: China Mail, September 19, 21-24, 1874; “Register at Harbour Master’s Office, Praya West,” 

Weather Tables for the Week Ending September 25, 1874, in the Hongkong Government Gazette, 

September 26, 1874. 

 There was an interesting contrast between foreigners and the Chinese in their 

diagnoses of approaching typhoons. The boisterous and windy situation began already on 

September 19 and 20, making sampans in the Victoria Harbour clear out for shelter; and 

the steam ferry boats took the advantage to accommodate the passengers by charging 

extra money.226 In retrospect of the typhoon, the Daily Press of September 24 addressed 

on this distinction with: 

The Chinese had, as usual, during the Tuesday (22nd) anticipated the danger, and the 

sampans and junks cleared out in large numbers to seek shelter. Some doubts were 

however felt among foreigners as to whether there would be more than a gale, 

though the preponderating opinion on Tuesday evening was that a typhoon was to be 

anticipated. In fact the indications were strongly in that direction and the doubts 

probably only arose in consequence of there having already been several false 

warnings of typhoons this year. 

The different “forecasting” criterion of the sampan Chinese was apparently not dependent 

on the barometric readings. In contrast to the more sensitive Chinese, the press seemed to 

be discrediting the barometers, on which foreigners depended a lot weather-wise. 

 The higher sensibility of the approaching typhoon grasped by the Chinese, however, 

                                                 
226 Daily Press, September 21, 1874. 
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did not lessen the casualty of Chinese in the disaster. The deaths of Chinese had greatly 

outnumbered those of Europeans. According to government reports a week later, there 

were bodies of 17 Europeans and 604 Chinese recovered, with some buried by the 

Hongkong Police.227 The Harbour Master, Captain Henry George Thomsett from the 

Royal Navy,228 provided a more distressing picture. He had estimated a loss of 200 

persons in British and foreign shipping alone. As regards the casualty of Chinese on 

board, Thomsett admitted that he could only confirm the number by counting Chinese 

vessels stranded and those sunk, with their masts above water. He thus estimated 672 

deaths in his appended table of casualties to junks. Furthermore, Thomsett continued that 

hundreds of smaller junks and boats must had been driven out to sea, or gone down in the 

Harbour of which nothing could ever be known. As a result, he addressed that the loss of 

life in the junk population was an approximation of what had occurred; while that of the 

British and foreign shipping, Thomsett continued, could be more readily obtained since 

the original number of crew on board each vessels was relatively clear. However, 

Thomsett warned that the return of passengers on board such vessels might not be so 

reliable.229 

 Thomsett noted at the very beginning of his report that the weather in the morning of 

September 22 commenced fine, “with the Barometer at 29.85----the average of the 

previous four days.” Without prompt warning, a British steamship Legislator left 

Hongkong for Saigon on the same day but returned to Hongkong that night due to 

                                                 
227 Report from Captain Superintendent of Police (W. M. Deane) to Colonial Secretary (Sept. 30), in the 
Hongkong Government Gazette (HKGG), Oct. 17, 1874. In the same report, the Captain Superintendent 
noticed that the number of bodies recovered in all possibilities represented only one third of the actual loss. 
Another official document by the Register General reported a casualty of 796 Chinese on October 7. 
228 Thomsett was the Navigating Lieutenant of the British Royal Navy; He became Harbour Master, 
Marine Magistrate, and Emigration and Customs Officer in 1861. He held this position until 1888. 
229 Report from Harbor Master to Colonial Secretary (Oct. 14), HKGG, Oct. 17, 1874. 
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worsening weather condition and a falling barometer on board.230 The barometer at the 

Harbour Office, Thomsett continued, began to drop as late as noon of September 22 and 

steadily went down to 29.74 at 4 p.m. Despite the barometer’s delayed response to the 

typhoon, Thomsett, at the end of his report, however, still suggested to the captains of 

ships visiting Hongkong that the barometer remained “an unfailing indicator” of what 

was approaching, or what was passing the neighborhood. 

 The Harbour Master’s barometer was certainly not the only one serving in that 

Colony. In the report of the Daily Press, a list of barometric records from Thomsett’s 

office was juxtaposed with readings taken at the Messrs George Falconer & Co., an 

instrument and watch maker (Figure 3.3). Four years ago in 1870, in a report of another 

typhoon, Messrs Falconer’s glass was noted by the press as the one “which is considered 

the standard in the colony.”231 The Harbour Master’s Office in the Praya West was also 

not the only site for official meteorological observation in Hongkong. Take the same 

registration of the catastrophic typhoon in 1874 for example. There were at least three 

other official weather registers: the one at Block House on the Victoria Peak, the one at 

Stonecutters Island, and the one at the Government Civil Hospital. 232  Though the 

barometer in Thomsett’s office was responsible solely to the China Coast Meteorological 

Register, unfortunately all those observations in Hongkong, official as well as private, 

failed. They all revealed the same result as the steady high readings of the atmospheric 

                                                 
230 Daily Press, September 23, 1874. 
231 Overland China Mail (the overseas version of the China Mail), Sept. 29, 1870, THE TYPHOON OF 
1870, in CO129/145, 478. Falconer & Co. also provided a charging service to rate the chronometers of 
ships, which was important for locating vessels (longitude) at sea. See Price, Time Ball in Victoria Harbour, 
Oct. 5, 1877, in HKGG, Nov. 17, 1877, 510-512. 
232 HKGG, Sept. 26, 1874, WEATHER TABLES; HKGG, Oct. 24, 1874, METEOROLOGICAL 
OBSERVATIONS. In the 1883 issue of Bulletin Mensuel of Zikawei (p.173), four meteorological stations at 
Hongkong were noted. They were located respectively at the Harbour Office, Stonecutters Island, Cape 
d’Aguilar, and Victoria Peak. 
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pressure before the morning of September 22 and the sudden falling after noon of the day. 

The “malfunction” of all barometers, in terms of their sudden and belated response to the 

typhoon, did not seem to agitate the public mind or downplay the authority of the 

Harbour Master and his associate observers in the Government, while he asserted 

afterwards the barometer’s faithful, but useless, falling after the noon.233 

 
Figure 3.3: Juxtaposition of barometric readings from the Harbour Master’s Office and George 

Falconer & Co. in the Daily Press of September 24, 1874 

 Note: The two very similar lists of readings were posted in the Overland China Mail of Sept. 26, 

which was enclosed in the official correspondence between the Hongkong Government and the Colonial 

Office at London. See CO129/168, p.79. 

 

Thomsett, the Harbour Master, then played the role of a professional meteorologist 

analyzing the movement of the typhoon. According to the log books of ships that had 

experienced the typhoon at sea, the prestigious senior navigator had been able to profile 

the typhoon. He described that it blew with great force in the neighborhood of the Pratas 

Shoal (Dung-Sha Islands, 東沙群島) between the hours of 4 and 6 p.m. of September 

                                                 
233 One issue attracted public attention after the typhoon. The Captain Superintendent of the Police was 
accused of his inaction during the typhoon night, when he refused to allow his men to help rescue the 
shipwrecked crews of the Leonor and Albay. Daily Press, Sept. 30 and Oct. 1, 1874. 
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22.234 The storm travelled in the northwesterly direction; then its center passed but just 

south of Hongkong at about 2 a.m. of September 23. This was a typhoon, according to 

modern data of typhoon tracks, “typically” came to Hongkong from the southeast, a 

direction to which there was no telegraphic connection at that time. 

Thomsett’s ability to analyze the typhoon track at sea using ship-logs was not 

uncommon in his time. The practice of identifying a storm and escaping from it was 

everyday knowledge of every captains and shipmasters. Thomsett’s study on the 

movement of that storm had its ample predecessors during the middle two quarters of the 

nineteenth century with the theory of storms, which had indicated that every storm had a 

revolving center in motion.235 

Other official authorities in the Colonial Government also made their observations 

on the typhoon. In addition to Thomsett’s professional analysis of the motion of the 

destructive typhoon, John Macneile Price, the Surveyor General of the Government from 

1873 to 1889,236 provided a havoc picture of the damage of the typhoon “on shore”. 

Since J. M. Price’s first year in Hongkong in 1873, a typhoon (of September 21) had 

stricken Hongkong, and caused considerable damage to the Praya of the harbour.237 Price 

                                                 
234 Ships in the neighborhood of Pratas Shoal included the British ship Onward, the American ship 
Highlander, and the German barque Amanda. Another vessel, the Spanish steamer Formosa, at Lat. 20° 50’ 
N. and Long. 115° 20’ E., was on the typhoon’s western boundary. 
235 The knowledge of tropical storms, especially of typhoons, among the seafarers, was envisioned in the 
mid century by Henry Piddington, President of Marine Courts of Enquiry at Calcutta. His Sailors’ 
Horn-Book for the Law of Storms (London: Smith, Elder & Co., 1848) had crystallized the latest knowledge 
about typhoons. The book was purposely designed for navigators, which was emphasized by its subtitle: 
“being a practical exposition of the theory of the law of storms, and its uses to mariners of all classes in all 
parts of the world, shewn by transparent storm cards and useful lessons.” 
236 Price arrived at the colony as Surveyor General on July 20, 1873 (HKGG, July 26, No.117, 1873); and 
became a member of the Legislative Council and then a member of the Executive Council in the spring of 
1877, just before and shortly after the departure of Arthur Kennedy, the Governor of Hongkong (April, 
1872-April, 1877), HKGG, Feb. 24 (No.41) and April 28 (No.107) of 1877. 
237 “Praya” was a Hongkong synonym for strand or “bund” as called in most other foreign settlements in 
China. See Yule, Henry, A. C. Burnell, and William Crooke eds., Hobson-Jobson: a glossary of colloquial 
Anglo-Indian words and phrases, and of kindred terms, etymological, historical, geographical and 
discursive (London: John Murray, Albemarle Street, 1903), 730. 
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wrote a report of the damage and asked the Governor to sanction an extraordinary grant 

of $2,679 to cover the repair expenditure.238 He would never like to write a more 

distressing report of typhoon damage in his second year after his arrival.239 Price had 

counted that 87 persons died in houses collapsed. He also observed that the entire 

seafront of Hongkong had been very seriously damaged. “The Praya embankment, which 

previously formed one of the most capacious business thoroughfares of the City, was left 

in places like a sloping beach covered with the stones and concrete débris of the sea wall 

together with wrecks and spars.” The wharves which were built at right angles to the 

Praya along the entire extent of the city had been swept away or otherwise ruined (Figure 

3.4). After detailing the damage to individual public works, government and private 

buildings, the Surveyor General concluded that the devastation had exposed the 

deficiency in strength of the buildings of the Colony against typhoon attack.240 

Price’s report had revealed that this civil officer, who took charge of all public 

buildings, was not unfamiliar with the theory of storms. The abrupt interval calm during 

the height of typhoon and the veering of wind direction following the calm caused Price 

to assert that the “focus” of the cyclone was not many miles away from the city, and the 

proximity of the typhoon center was responsible for the collapsed houses, for 

These lulls were instantaneous often lasting as long as four or five minutes, and 

altering with the most violent gusts, equally sudden, the conjoint action of the two 

                                                 
238 CO129/165, REPAIRS NECESSITATED BY TYPHOON ON 21ST SEPT., Letter from Price to Cecil C. 
Smith (Acting Colonial Secretary), Oct.13, 1873, 194-195. In addition to the repair of the Praya wall being 
washed away, the new Surveyor General was reminded by the China Mail that the waterworks were found 
inadequate, and the drainage system proved unsatisfactory. Moreover, “Government buildings mostly 
turned out to be----well, ‘Government buildings,’ as any contractor would tell you with a grin, as if nothing 
worse could be said of them.” China Mail, THE NEW SURVEYOR GENERAL, August 15, 1873. 
239 Report of Surveyor General to Colonial Secretary (Oct. 9), HKGG, Oct. 17, 1874. 
240 For instance, the brick verandahs on the south side of the Government Civil Hospital were forced out of 
the perpendicular. 
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became, as it were, that of a battling ram. To these sudden shocks, continued for 

three hours (from 1 to 4 a.m. of the 23rd), buildings finally succumbed….. 

However, the force of the wind was not recorded. Price lamented that the meteorological 

station connected with the Government Hospital was swept away when the building 

collapsed, and “no vestige was left of the Anemometrical register.” As the chief of all 

public works in the Colony, Price was again responsible for the recovery after the disaster. 

He estimated that the cost for repairing the Praya alone would amount to $13,740, a sum 

much greater than any previous repair expenditure in 1873.241 

 
Figure 3.4: A scene of Douglas Lapraik & Co’s Wharf in Victoria, Hongkong, after the great typhoon 

of September 23, 1874 

Source & Note: CO129/181, p.94; Hong Kong Public Record Office. It shows the ruined piers in 

Praya Central and the two Spanish steamers, Albay and Leonor, which sank in the middle. 

 

Overwhelmed by such experience with the catastrophe in 1874, Price and Thomsett, 

the two colonial officers administrating the aftermath of the typhoon, had later become 

the principal actors in the following articulation of the telegraphic meteorology in 

                                                 
241 CO128/168, 292-315, VOTE OF $25000 BY LEGISLATIVE COUNCIL FOR REPAIR OF 
TYPHOON DAMAGE, Oct. 28, 1874. 
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Hongkong. Both the anticipation and the advent of the telegraphic connection with 

Manila had changed their “routine” administration about typhoons in the Colony. 

Thomsett introduced a system of “local” warning in 1877 and participated 

enthusiastically in the coastal meteorological observation project based at Shanghai in 

1881 (the CCMS); Price was subsequently the first to propose a scheme of establishing 

an observatory for Hongkong in 1877, and a major promoter of the Observatory even 

when he was on leave at London in 1882 (see Chapter 4). 

 

The “periodical typhoon scare” 

This “never-to-be-forgotten typhoon” of 1874 242  had culminated the trauma 

experience regarding typhoons within the Hongkong mercantile community.243 The high 

frequency of typhoon disasters had caused them nightmares all the times. For instance, in 

the following years, there happened another typhoon on May 31, 1875, which caused 

much less damage to the Colony. However, a British steamer Poyang was sunk en route 

to Macao; more than one hundred Chinese were drowned, with them the British 

shipmaster, chief mate and some Portuguese.244 In addition, Price, the Surveyor General, 

still had to propose an estimate of $9,000 for fixing the damage caused mainly by the 

heavy rain after the typhoon.245 

 Sir John Pope Hennessy, the then Governor, was of no exception well acknowledged 

                                                 
242 This was a term given by the Hongkong Telegraph, Oct. 15, 1881. 
243 The next catastrophic typhoon in Hongkong happened in 1906. That typhoon had marked the end of the 
first director of the Hongkong Observatory, and will be discussed in Chapter 5. 
244 CO129/170, 629- 648, OCCURRENCE OF A TYPHOON ON 31 MAY 1875, June 3, 1875; Daily 
Press, June 2 and June 3, 1875. Again, the reports on newspapers were enclosed in the official report 
regarding the typhoon from the Governor to the Colonial Office. Also see “The Course of the Typhoon of 
May 31st” in the China Review, 387-388, in which the author made use of a comparison of barometric 
readings and wind direction of Hongkong (registered at Messrs. Falconer & Co.), Canton, Whampoa and 
S.S. Bombay near the Tiger Island. 
245 CO129/170, 715-720, VOTE OF $9000 TO COVER TYPHOON DAMAGE, June 30, 1875. 
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of the frequent typhoon damage to the Colony. In the first year of his governorship 

(1877), Hennessy addressed a letter to the Colonial Office at London, in which he 

mentioned his attention being drawn to the calamity in 1874 immediately on his arrival in 

Hongkong. After reviewing the havoc in the official reports of 1874 (including 

Thomsett’s) which focused on the damage done to the Chinese, the new Governor had 

claimed that “competent authorities were of the opinion” that the great loss of life, 

especially those of the Chinese boat population, could be prevented in the future by the 

construction of breakwaters or refuges at certain points. To this end, Hennessy had 

instructed the Surveyor General (Price) to come up with an estimate for the cost 

involved.246 

 Hennessy had put much weight on the Chinese side, which became the mark of his 

administration in the later days. The Governor’s preference of the Chinese might be the 

reason for the start of a new system of “local” typhoon warning. In early August of 1877, 

the Harbour Master (Thomsett) had made a public notice, informing that in the event of 

bad weather, a black drum would be hoisted at the Flagstaff Office. A similar signal 

would be hoisted at and a gun would be fired from the Police Hulk—a vessel at 

Tsim-sha-tsui. The usual signs of approaching bad weather, Thomsett pointed out in the 

new government announcement, included a falling barometer with a high thermometer, 

sultriness of the atmosphere, wildness and discoloration of the clouds, and birds flying 

about in unusual numbers. “Should these symptoms exist and the wind be anywhere 

                                                 
246 Letter from Hennessy to Earl of Carnarvon, Her Majesty’s Principal Secretary of State (the head of the 
Colonial Office), July 5, 1877, in CO/129/178, 318-340, LOSS OF LIFE AMONG JUNK POPULATION 
DURING TYPHOONS, July 5, 1877. Hennessy’s pro-Chinese tendency had been marked by most 
historical writings about Hongkong, among which the following two works might be more first-hand than 
others. They are Europe in China: the history of Hongkong from the beginning to the year 1882 (London: 
Luzac & Co., 1895) by Dr. Ernest John Eitel (Hennessy’s German protégé in Hongkong); and Verandah: 
some episodes in the crown colonies, 1867-1889 (New York: Knopf, 1964) by James Pope-Hennessy (Sir 
John’s grandson). 
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between North-Westerly and North-Easterly, a typhoon of a severe type may be looked 

for.”247 

Thomsett asserted, however, that the above signal was “not to be considered as 

relieving Masters of ships from their proper responsibilities. The signal is intended only 

as calling the attention of the Mercantile Marine to any change of weather.” 

Nevertheless, the majority mercantile mass in Hongkong did not seem to appreciate the 

new system of signaling the approaching typhoons. These new measures were later 

criticized in a correspondence to the China Mail, claiming that what the Harbour Master 

knew was also equally patent to everyone who owned and understood a barometer.248 

Another criticism went after reviewing the week’s shipping reports regarding a typhoon 

at sea, indicating that the new measures were conflicting and confusing. The same 

correspondence, undersigned “Ship-master”, had accordingly claimed that there occurred 

again “periodical typhoon scare” at the Colony, in which all weather prophets in 

Hongkong were nonplussed----steady abnormal high temperature on June 2 and 3, with 

steady low barometric readings, indicating clearly a bad weather somewhere but no 

heavy blows in Hongkong. For instance, Captain Miller of the steamer Bowen, cited in 

the China Mail, saw the weather outside Hongkong and believed that there would be no 

typhoon. However, the low barometer, the newspaper noticed, had aroused anxiety and 

unsettled “the minds of both nautical and shore-going observers.”249 

 In such poor condition of “weather prophesying” in early June of 1877, the 

correspondent, who indicated the periodical typhoon scare, further suggested that the 

authorities of Hongkong “ought to go deeper into these matters, than to fire a gun, and 
                                                 
247 HKGG, Notice by H. G. Thomsett, the Harbour Master, August 4, 1877. 
248 China Mail, THE TYPHOON SCARE, August 14, 1877. The major daily English newspaper at 
Shanghai, the North China Daily News of August 22, had cited this correspondence. 
249 China Mail, August 8, 1877. 
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hoist a drum,” which Thomsett had recently proposed. The correspondent, possessing 

sound knowledge of the Laws of Storms at that time----the typhoons formed in certain 

tracks; those in the China Sea formed as far East as, say, 125° E. and travelled westerly 

towards the China Coast along various courses----had thus asserted that the Hongkong 

authorities would never be able to predict the approach of a typhoon with certainty until 

telegraphic communication was established with the Philippines and Formosa, and 

regular weather reports received from all places round about. 250  The reader’s 

correspondence had hit the mark of telegraphic meteorology of Hongkong at that time. It 

provided publicly a practical solution via the anticipated new technology for the 

improvement of Hongkong’s typhoon warning. 

 

A colonial administrator’s response to the mercantile marine 

 Price also anticipated the application of the Philippine telegraphic connection in his 

proposal for establishing an observatory at Hongkong in October, 1877. It seemed to be a 

swift official response to soothe the Colony’s periodical typhoon scare. However, Price’s 

idea was originated from the Hongkong mercantile community. In the spring of 1877, the 

manager of the Peninsular and Oriental Steamship Company (Alexander McIver) and 

other shipmasters at Hongkong prepared to sign a petition to the Colonial Government, 

urging for a time service to be furnished by a governmental observatory, which was 

equipped with astronomical instruments and thus able to give the correct local time.251 

                                                 
250 China Mail, THE TYPHOON SCARE, August 14, 1877. 
251 Price, Time Ball in Victoria Harbour, Oct. 5, 1877, in HKGG, Nov. 17, 1877, 510-512; the mercantile 
origin of the petition was mentioned in paragraph 6 of Price’s scheme; also in Eitel, op. cit., 539-540. Price 
had noticed that the petition was not proceeded with owing to the illness and sudden departure for Europe 
of the Manager of the P. & O. Co., who “had interested himself in the matter.” According to the names 
signed and hereafter changed under the shipping advertisement of the Company in spring, that manager 
should be McIver. 
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At the time when Price proposed the scheme, Messrs. G. Falconer & Co., a 

watchmaker, was the major provider of the service of rating marine chronometers for 

shipmasters in Hongkong; with this, the Surveyor General noted: 

Arrived at Hongkong, shipmasters, anxious to learn how much their time-pieces 

have gained or lost during the long and trying ordeal of the voyage, are unable to 

obtain this knowledge, and either once more face the sea with an uncertain “rate and 

error,” or else have recourse to local watchmakers. I do not cast any imputation on 

the time kept by the watchmakers of the town, but it is a well established fact that no 

chronometer can be brought on shore to be rated, and then returned on board 

however carefully, without suffering derangement by the mere motion of carrying it 

in the hand, and on this account Messrs. G. FALCONER & Co., the best known of 

these firms, and one no doubt deriving some profit from this source of business, 

have themselves repeatedly deplored to me the circumstance that the Government 

should not have followed the example of other colonies and extended to the 

community generally and to the shipping in particular the benefit of correct time 

obtained by astronomical observations with stationary instruments in a proper 

organized Observatory. 

Leaving the profit of the local private watchmakers aside,252 Price had pointed out that 

the scheme would benefit a wide range of vessels, not only those specifically involved in 

the China trade, but the vast fleet of European and American sailing vessels in harbor 

which traversed the ocean “on single voyages, perhaps seldom bound twice to the same 

port, and who, having no certainty of returning to Hongkong, would be less likely to 

                                                 
252 As mentioned elsewhere in this chapter, Messrs G. Falconer & Co. had not only deplored the absence of 
a government time-service, but also became a recognized meteorological register as shown in the case of 
the severe typhoon of September 23, 1874. 
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move any application to its Government on the subject.” To fulfill this scheme of 

universal good, a competent professional person should, in Price’s opinion, be engaged 

upon the suggestion of the Astronomer Royal and take charge of the proposed 

observatory. 

 In addition to the meridian work, this observatory, Price added, should “take over 

and continue automatically the work of the several Public Offices in the Colony at 

present engaged in meteorological observations,” since meteorology was a “kindred 

study” to this sort of institution. In Price’s ambitious perspective, the observatory would 

further become “the great central Weather Intelligence Office of the Coast of China”. 

Hongkong’s comparatively good telegraphic connection with other out-ports would be a 

great advantage for this purpose. With telegraphic wires, “phenomena occurring at the 

same time over wide areas,” could be brought into systematic registration. Furthermore, 

this wide connection, Price continued, would offer Hongkong a better opportunity for 

meteorological observation than Mauritius, which was also in a great cyclone region of 

the Eastern hemisphere but had comparatively poor telegraphic connection with outside. 

Regarding the most important Manila telegraphic connection, Price emphasized with the 

only one footnote that “there is no doubt that in a few years a Submarine Telegraph will 

also connect Manila with this Station.” 

 Admiral Alfred P. Ryder had warmly supported Price’s proposal with a letter to the 

Governor (via the Acting Colonial Secretary) from the viewpoint as the 

Commander-in-Chief at Hongkong. Ryder had pointed out that the Coast north of 

Hongkong extended over a wide area from north to south, rather than east to west; as a 

result, the importance of having correct “Greenwich Time” on board to decide the 

longitude, was greater than that of ascertaining the latitude. Ryder referred more 
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specifically to ships departing from Hongkong to Shanghai, running parallel to a coast 

heavily studded with rocks. In Shanghai, Ryder continued to point out, that the Time was 

given once a week by the senior British naval officer, who dropped a ball from the 

masthead at 1 p.m. every Tuesday. This was better, in Ryder’s opinion, than the absence 

of any such aid to navigation in Hongkong. In addition to time service, Ryder also 

concurred with Price that an observatory in Hongkong for registering meteorological 

observations would be of great service, especially in distributing warnings of approaching 

typhoons along the coast. To this end, Ryder emphasized that a telegraph to Manila 

would in this matter be of great importance.253 

Both Price and Ryder were well aware of the importance of their proposal to the 

shipping interest. In the beginning of Price’s report, the mercantile interest of shipping in 

Hongkong was described as the primary reason for such a scheme and Price tried to 

remind his supervisor, the new Governor, the importance of the plan as to the mercantile 

community. This emphasis was seemingly put forward specifically to Sir John Pope 

Hennessy, who was having his own series of troubles with the foreign community at 

Hongkong owing to his “pro-Chinese craze”.254 To this, Price noted as: 

In an essentially commercial Colony like Hongkong, in the waters of which the 

aggregate of European shipping alone average considerably over one 

million-and-a-half of tons during the year, it must already have occurred to His 

Excellency the Governor how great a relief it would be to vessels to have the 

opportunity of determining the error of their chronometers on arrival after a long 

voyage or on the eve of departure to sea. 
                                                 
253 Ryder, “The Establishment of a Time-Ball at Hongkong in an Observatory,” Oct. 30, 1877, in HKGG, 
Nov. 17, 1877, 512-513. 
254 A term used by China Mail, August 31, 1880. The first serious dispute between Hennessy and his 
mercantile people on his “pro-Chinese craze” concerned the admission to the City Hall Museum. 
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Price also added that the meteorological observation of the scheme would possess “not 

only a Colonial, nor yet a British interest, but a European one, from the fact of its singular 

geographical position in the midst of one of the few cyclone regions of the earth.” 

 In the same issue of the Government Gazette, Price, on behalf of the special 

committee appointed by the Governor, made another proposal on constructing “harbour 

of refuge” for the boat people in Victoria. The committee premised the report with a 

description of the living conditions of the floating population, over twelve thousand souls 

of both sexes and of all ages living on board three thousand crafts. After describing the 

usual response of the boat people on the advent of a typhoon, the report suggested two 

suitable places on the Victoria side of the Harbour for constructing breakwaters.255 

Thomsett, as the co-signer of the “harbour of refuge” report and a member of the 

committee, disagreed, however, with Paragraph 20 of this report, which went: 

Although the situation is unfortunately not only to windward of the boat 

population, but also somewhat distant from their haunts, we considered these 

defects might be met by the regular institution of Government storm signals 

giving the people timely warning of the approach of danger and the opportunity 

to take refuge against it. 

The Harbour Master added a note to this paragraph, drawing the attention to the 

institution of a storm signal by hoisting a drum at the Harbour Office and Police Hulk, as 

already stated in the Government Gazette two months earlier.256 

 Admiral Ryder, again, concurred with Price’s further scheme of establishing the 

“harbour of refuge” or typhoon shelter. Ryder added that great numbers of boat people 

                                                 
255 Price, Thomsett, Dixon &c., Harbour Refuge, October 23, 1877, in HKGG, Nov. 17, 1877, 514-515. 
256 HKGG, August 4, 1877. 
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were drowned whenever a typhoon attacked Hongkong with a frequency about once 

every three years. This Commander-in-Chief even made a comparison claiming that “the 

Chinese and Japanese are ordinarily very careless and indifferent to life preservation; the 

example we would set them by erecting this Breakwater for the preservation of Chinese 

lives and property will be appreciated.” 

The press of Hongkong had introduced and welcomed Price’s scheme in the Gazette 

for the Time-Ball service and the alleged meteorological observatory. Aware of the 

importance to correct chronometers on board of shipmasters, the China Mail upheld the 

project as one of the most interesting schemes the Governor proposed even before the 

Gazette was published.257 The Daily Press, though less well informed, commented on the 

scheme a couple of days later, and pointed out that the “shipping interest in this Colony,” 

was so important that should not be ignored; and all facilities, as accordingly to be given 

by the scheme to shipmasters, would find few opponents. 258  The China Mail of 

November 19 also appraised Price’s scheme through introducing the project again in its 

editorial, in which the press summarized Price’s points of the necessity of this project 

from multiple reasons with focus on the shipping interest. 

No substantial steps on Price’s first gazetted scheme in 1877, though of such 

importance, were taken by the Governor, who was inclined to prioritize the second 

scheme as building breakwaters for the Chinese boat population. As Dr. Ernest John Eitel, 

a protégé of the Governor (who came to Hongkong first as a missionary in 1875), had 

observed, Hennessy had hereafter included the sum of $5,000 for the construction of an 

observatory in his estimates for the year 1878. Dr. Eitel had noticed no significant 

                                                 
257 China Mail, November 14, 1877. The newspaper published the scheme in detail three days later on 
November 17, the same day when the scheme was published in HKGG. 
258 Daily Press, November 22, 1877, A TIME-BALL FOR HONGKONG. 
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distinction between the two schemes, since the scheme put forward by Major Palmer, the 

Royal Engineer was “merely an expansion of the details of Mr. Price’s,” and yet “omitted 

all mention of Mr. Price, but gave the credit of the scheme to Sir J. Pope Hennessy.” Eitel 

seemed to imply that this was the very reason behind the trifle between the Governor and 

Price.259 Nevertheless, the delay of Price’s first scheme was not due to the Governor’s 

preference of the second scheme. Since the second scheme became a fact only in 1883, 

one year after the departure of Hennessy, Eitel suggested that the finance of the Colony 

might be the major reason why Sir John had fought shy of many schemes discussed 

enthusiastically in the community for years, but almost none of them had been fulfilled. 

The sine qua non of Price’s ambitious “Central Weather Intelligence Office of the 

Coast of China”----the telegraphic cable between the Colony and Manila----did not 

become a reality until 1880. In the years 1869 and 1870, the first two submarine 

telegraphic cables were connected to Hongkong, which linked ports along the coasts of 

the continent.260 

The Spanish government had submitted in 1870 a proposal to the British 

government on the establishment of telegraphic communication between the Philippine 

Islands and Hongkong. Together with the existing telegraphic connection of Hongkong, 

the Spanish Colony was thus to be connected to the general telegraphic system of the 

world. However, this proposal was refused by Her Majesty’s Government, for the reason 

                                                 
259 Eitel, op. cit., 540. For details of the scheme of Major Palmer, the Royal Engineer, see next section. For 
an introduction of Eitel, see Man Kong Wong (黃文江), Hong Kong and Sino-Western cultural interaction: 
Ernest John Eitel and the China Review, in Academia Historica ed., A Summary of Symposium on Hong 
Kong, Macao and Modern China (港澳與近代中國學術研討會論文集) (Taipei: Academia Historica, 
2000), 119-147. 
260 In 1870, there were two telegraphic cables connecting Hongkong with Europe. The first line, which was 
laid by the Great Northern Telegraph Company, stretched from the north connecting coastal ports in East 
Asia listed in the China Coast Meteorological Register, and through Russian Siberia via a land line. The 
second line, which was laid by the Eastern Extension, Australia and China Telegraph Company, connected 
Hongkong southward to Saigon and Singapore. 
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that the Spanish Government had granted a forty-year monopoly to a private company.261 

With the British refusal, the Spanish authorities had to change their policy. In 1879, the 

Spanish Government asserted that the laying and operation would then be “offered to 

public competition.”262 It was no surprise that a British telegraph company was later 

granted the privilege from both governments. It was the Eastern Extension, Australia and 

China Telegraph Company, which had previously laid in 1870 a cable connecting 

Hongkong, Saigon, Singapore and other ports in Asia with Europe. 

When the extension of the Company’s cable to Manila was completed in May of 

1880, John Pender, a Manchester tycoon who owned the Company, dispatched a telegram 

to the Spanish Governor-General of the Philippines as follows: “Accepted our most 

cordial congratulations on the opening of direct telegraphic communication with Spain 

and the other chief centres of civilization. We are confident that the result will be the 

development of resources of the Philippine Islands and the extension of their trade in all 

parts of the world.”263 The telegraphic extension itself was certainly a progress of 

civilization. To transform it into a typhoon warning service was another substantial step, 

which was long expected by the Hongkong mercantile community. The next section will 

demonstrate how this telegraphic line was incorporated into such a long-expected service. 

 

Recognizing the most important telegraphic link for typhoon warnings 

 Before the Hongkong-Manila line became a fact in 1880, as mentioned above, the 

colonial administrators of Hongkong (Price and Ryder) and others (for instance, the 

                                                 
261 CO129/183, 254-262, ESTABLISHMENT OF TELEGRAPHIC COMMUNICATION BETWEEN 
THE PHILIPPINE ISLANDS AND THE CHINESE COAST, Dec.3, 1878. 
262 CO129/186, 119-124, PROPOSAL OF SPANISH GOVERNMENT TO ESTABLISH TELEGRPHIC 
COMMUNICATION BETWEEN THE PHILIPPINE ISLANDS AND HONGKONG, Jan. 15, 1879. 
263 Daily Press, May 18, 1880. This news was reprinted by the NCDN, May 24, 1880. 
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“Shipmaster” in 1877 who pointed out the periodical typhoon scare in Hongkong) had 

recognized the want of telegrams from the Philippines to inform other places of 

approaching typhoons. This want was made and expressed in newspapers circulated 

among the ports. For example, El Comercio, a Spanish newspaper of Manila, had also 

pointed out in 1879 that had there been telegraphic communication between Hongkong 

and Manila, the approach of the storm might have been advised from Manila to 

Hongkong. This idea was reprinted by the presses of Hongkong and Shanghai.264 In 

addition, a week after the line was set, El Comercio suggested again the same idea and 

added that if official messages giving the readings of the barometer and thermometer 

were exchanged between Manila and Hongkong every day and published in the 

newspapers, “there can be no doubt as to the advantages which would be gained by such 

a course, especially to Hongkong in the typhoon season.”265 

This suggestion from Manila seemed not appreciated swiftly by the general public of 

Hongkong. Speaking about the typhoon encounter of several vessels from China to 

Manila, El Comercio observed that, 

When the telegram was received at Hongkong announcing that a typhoon was 

raging to the North of Luzon, most beautiful weather was being enjoyed at the 

time there, and the glass was high, with no indication of lower tendency. 

Consequently they had doubts as to the possibility of the bad weather 

approaching those coasts, and the Captain of the Port had permitted the vessels 

to leave the port without warning them of what might happen. If Manila is to 

give the word of warning to Hongkong, it is desirable that more credit be given 

                                                 
264 Reprinted by Daily Press and reprinted again by NCDN of Dec. 8, 1879. 
265 Reprinted by Daily Press (May 18, 1880) and reprinted again by NCDN (May 24, 1880). 
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to the observations forwarded to them, and that at the moment of receiving the 

news, ship captains should at once be informed of it, and that its publicity should 

not be retarded until the weather is declared stormy there. It is to be regretted 

that, after the efforts for establishing so useful a service, its efficacy should be 

lost, for want of confidence or for neglect, or for want of means of 

communicating the news to those who ought primarily to be put in possession of 

the same.266 

This Manila complaint was, again, reprinted by a Hongkong press; and furthered a public 

perception of a might-be useful telegraph-enhanced typhoon warning in the first year of 

the cable. 

The importance of the Manila warning telegrams for Hongkong, and other places 

along the China coast, was not reiterated and was suggested by the Manila paper only. In 

September 1880, a Society was established in Manila for the purpose of exchanging 

meteorological telegrams between Manila and Hongkong. The Commander General of 

the Spanish Navy in Manila had been appointed as the Society’s President. A Spanish 

passage translated by the China Mail went, “The creation of this Society will no doubt be 

much appreciated in Hongkong, as it shows the realization of a humanitarian idea, as well 

as a preventive system against vessels being caught in stormy weather, in which 

many valuable lives and properties might be imperiled.” In addition to the President, the 

China Mail detailed names of the other six Directors: the Reverend Jesuit Father Federico 

Faura, the Inspector General of Public Works, the Principal of the Order of St. Augustine, 

Sr. Canga Arguelles (Lieut. Col. of the Navy), the Captain of the Port,267 and the 

                                                 
266 China Mail, October 28, 1880. 
267 This post was the counterpart of “harbour master” in Hongkong and other ports in China. 
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Inspector General of Telegraphs.268 It was a combination of the director of a Jesuit 

Observatory and associated Spanish colonial authorities, civil, military, and that in charge 

of telegraph. For the China Mail, this telegraph-enhanced meteorological society in 

Manila exhibited a possible model for Hongkong.  

Such a new institution was discussed among the ports even by the press at Shanghai. 

On November 1, 1880, the China Mail carried a paragraph as follows, which highlighted 

an inter-port circulation of such a new idea: 

THE (Shanghai) Mercury, referring to the announcement made in our columns 

some time ago from Manila sources that a Meteorological Society has been 

formed in the Philippine Islands, under the auspices of the highest Colonial 

Officials, asks, how long will the coast of China and the shipping in the Chinese 

waters have to continue to be thought necessary in the British Colony of 

Hongkong to follow suit? 

Through the back-and-forth and inter-port circulation of ideas, a voice to the 

corresponding authorities was formed among the ports along the China coast. 

The establishment of an official meteorological society at Manila and the public urge 

for a counterpart at Hongkong might be triggered by the mess in transmission of typhoon 

warnings in the first year. Months before, on July 14, 1880, Mr. Enston Squier, the 

Superintendent of the Eastern Extension Telegraph Company, courteously forwarded a 

Manila telegram from the Inspector General of Telegraph at Manila to the newspapers at 

Hongkong.269 On this, the China Mail of that evening commented: 

SOME interest was excited today by the receipt of a telegram from Manila this 

                                                 
268 China Mail, September 18 and September 20, 1880. 
269 The telegram was sent to the China Mail, which was issued in the evening, and to the Daily Press the 
next morning (July 15, 1880). 
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morning to the effect that there were indications of a typhoon there. In view of 

the fact that the Barometer has been a little unsteady here lately, some fears were 

entertained; but the glass has been fairly steady today, and the weather, though 

hot, looks settled. Some of our weather wise friends are of opinion that a 

typhoon at Manila would form good ground for the belief that that it would not 

come near to Hongkong; but there is no doubt that the telegraphic 

communication now established with the Philippines will prove of great service 

to shipping folks by reason of the ready and quick notice of the advent of these 

unwelcome storms…. 

Nonetheless, the first telegram itself was mutilated and obscurely put as: 

July 14, 1880. 

Inspector General to Supt. Squier.----Please publish. Bar. cor. 752.80 millimeters 

Sea level; tendy. descend. W.O.N.O. 6 miles p. h. Th. dry, 30.06 cent.; Th wet, 

26.0----very cloudy----a typhoon probably forming at N.E. Luzon and S.E. 

Formosa. 

The China Mail deciphered the message as “the barometer corrected to sea level is going 

down; that the wind, which is W.N.W. (from Spanish “O.N.O.”), has a force of 6; that the 

thermometer is 30.6 centigrade (dry), and 26 (wet)---- 30.6 being equal to about 96 

Fahrenheit; and that our Manila friends believed a typhoon was approaching the Bashee 

or Balintang Channels.”270 

 The Daily Press published this telegram the next morning with another report 

mentioning that the telegram was also forwarded to the Harbour Office at Hongkong. Mr. 

                                                 
270 China Mail, July 14, 1880. 
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McEwen, the Acting Harbour Master,271 immediately notified the shipping in harbour to 

this effect, and it was said that there might be some heavy weather in Hongkong very 

shortly if not on that day.272 Following the report, the China Mail of July 19 announced 

that “the typhoon so much feared at Manila and speculated upon here” appeared to have 

been felt some 500 miles to the southward of Hongkong. It was satisfactory, the paper 

addressed, that Hongkong had once more been fortunate in escaping any disastrous 

effects.273 

 Through mutual reinforcing news and comments, these mercantile papers had 

verified Manila telegrams by the shipping reports of captains arriving at Hongkong 

within the following few days and ascertained in public the possible benefit of the 

telegrams. On July 20, the China Mail cited Captain Lormier of the Messageries steamer 

Amazone,274 arriving on July 18, reported that: 

On the day prior to his arrival in port (Hongkong) the barometer fell rapidly 

throughout the day until it reached 29.00, its lowest point, when it again began to 

rise. The wind in the meantime was blowing very strong from the N.N.E., 

veering round to E., S.E., and S.S.E., indicating the presence of a modified 

typhoon probably from 100 to 150 miles astern, in all likelihood in the 

neighbourhood of the Paracels. Captain Tirtoff, of the Russian Navy, who was a 

passenger on board, and who has had some former experience in these waters, 

concurred in this opinion. The British steamer Dale, which also arrived on the 

                                                 
271 Thomsett was then on leave in Japan. China Mail, July 17, 1880. 
272 Daily Press, July 15, 1880. In the same report, the barometric reading from the Messrs. Falconer & Co. 
was again noted as the local reference to the Manila message. 
273 China Mail, July 19, 1880. 
274 “Messageries Maritimes” was a steamship company chartered by the French government; as P. & O. Co. 
was chartered by the British government; Mitsu-Bishi Co., by Japan; and China Merchant’s Steamship Co., 
by China. 
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18th, reports having experienced a gale on the 17th, with strong monsoon and 

rough sea to the Ladrones.275 

With these information gathered from and compared with different sources, the shipping 

community and its associates commenced to recognize the value of the Manila telegrams. 

The newspapers thus became the arena for such “real-time” contrast and comparison for 

each typhoon. 

 Another case in the first typhoon season further confirmed the value of the 

Hongkong-Manila telegraph line. On August 28, 1880, Saturday, a British steamship 

Esmeralda, left Hongkong for Manila without knowing the warning telegram that was 

supposed to have arrived at Hongkong before her departure. Captain Robert Talbot of 

Esmeralda complained in his correspondence to the Daily Press that the ship ran right 

into a severe typhoon about 170 miles S.E. of Lema Islands. Fortunately, “thanks to the 

ship’s good seagoing qualities, she came through it with little damage to herself,” but 

with much discomfort and anxiety to the crew and passengers. On arrival at Manila, 

Talbot noted that they were considerably surprised to be informed by the Captain of the 

Port (a position same as the Harbour Master at Hongkong and Shanghai) that the 

Hongkong authorities had been advised by a telegram from the Director of the Manila 

Observatory, in which a typhoon at Manila was evidently indicated, and warned that it 

might be expected to reach Hongkong.276 

 Talbot had detailed the journey of the telegram. It was dispatched from Manila on 

Friday, but owing to some impediment it was not forwarded from Bolinao, the place 

where the submarine cable went ashore, until Saturday morning. An answer 

                                                 
275 China Mail, July 20, 1880. Talbot became the Captain of the Esmeralda on July 22, 1879. Prior to this, 
he was the chief mate of the Esmeralda, under Capt. Cullen. See China Mail, July 22, 1879. 
276 Talbot, WEATHER TELEGRAMS FROM MANILA, in Daily Press, September 8, 1880. 
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acknowledging receipt of the telegram was received early on Saturday in Manila, 

consequently the authorities in Hongkong must, Talbot asserted, have been aware long 

before the departure of the Esmeralda, that a cyclone was approaching and might be 

expected early. However, Talbot accused that the ship was allowed to proceed to sea and 

ran into the typhoon without any intimation of it being made known on board, or, so far 

as Talbot was aware, being made public at all. 

 The Captain recalled the weather condition when they departed and stated that had 

he received intimation of the weather telegram from Manila, he would have considered it 

the most foolhardy to proceed to sea, and so saved his passengers an experience some of 

them would not easily forget, and also saved the steamer considerable expense. Talbot 

concluded that the value and importance of weather telegrams from Manila to vessels 

leaving Hongkong during the cyclone season as well as to residents on shore could not be 

over-estimated.277 Regarding the source of Manila telegrams----the Jesuit Observatory at 

Manila, Talbot notified his readers that this institution had some of “the most elaborate 

and ingenious instruments ever invented for meteorological observations.” With this, 

Talbot highly appraised the message from the Manila Observatory and recommended 

some reciprocal agreement being arrived at between the authorities of Hongkong and 

Manila, for the purpose that a system of exchanging daily weather telegrams was to be 

organized and published. 

 The editor of the Daily Press supported the complaining Captain with a leading 

article, mentioning that there was the Estimates of 1881 preparing for discussion in the 

Legislative Council, in which Sir John Pope Hennessy, the Governor, included an item of 

                                                 
277 Among the tonnage arriving at Hongkong from various countries, those from the Philippine Islands, 
however, totaled only 1.62 percent. See Thomsett, Harbour Master’s Annual Report for 1880, in Papers 
Laid before the Legislative Council of Hongkong, 1880 (Government Notification No.127 of 1880).  
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$10,000 for an observatory and time ball.278 This item, the editor commented, still stood 

on estimate and the work itself had yet to commence. The amount set down for it was not 

large compared with the total annual revenue, which amounted to one million dollars. On 

seeing that the budget had been approved for several years since 1878, “the 

responsibility for the delay rests entirely with the Executive.” Not only focusing on 

securing the Manila telegrams for typhoon warning, the leading article aimed at a larger 

goal: 

We have on more than one occasion urged upon the Government the desirability 

of establishing a well-work-out system of Meteorological observations. How 

valuable the system as work in Europe and America is, is too patent to require 

demonstration. Weather forecasts are not less valuable in the China Seas, but 

probably more so, while the amount of shipping employed on this coast render it 

imperative on the Government to do all that can be done to provide against any 

reasonably probable danger. 

Captain Talbot’s complaint was added as a fresh evidence of such a need from the 

shipping interest. The telegram from Manila, the Daily Press continued, coupled with the 

weather indications in Hongkong, might have been taken as positive proof that a typhoon 

was in the neighborhood and immediate warning should have been given to the shipping 

in port. To comment on Talbot’s correspondence, the editor also reminded his readers of 

the horrible typhoon experience of September 1874, in which a vessel left Hongkong 

shortly before the typhoon and “was never heard of again.” Finally, the editor reiterated: 

“there can be no doubt that much of the loss of life and property in the typhoon might 

                                                 
278 Colonial Estimates of 1881, in HKGG, September 11, 1880. The item for “Observatory and Time Ball” 
was on page 760. 
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have been obviated had timely warning of the approach of the storm been given.” 

Unfortunately, this, the editor criticized, was not done by the authorities. “With whom the 

blame rests we need not now inquire. The serious results of the omission will probably be 

sufficient warning against such carelessness in future, if it is to carelessness that the fact 

must attributed….. every possible information as to the state of the weather at different 

ports ought to be given.”279 

 Interestingly, a response to Talbot’s complaint and the Daily Press’ comment was 

carried soon in a letter to the China Mail evening paper on the same day. A reader 

“Observer” addressed that Captain Talbot was deemed in considerable error and the 

arrival of the Manila telegram on August 28 was put into careful inquiry:280 

With others I was much surprised that the telegram had not been made public 

until the evening of the 28th, and then through the medium of the China Mail. I 

consequently enquired at the Harbour Office, and I found that the Authorities of 

that Department knew nothing of the telegram until it was made public as before 

stated (in the evening by the China Mail). Perhaps the Man at the Peak was 

telegraphed to!281 I don’t know, nor do I care to pursue my researches so far 

skyward. 

This research did not, however, stop the “Observer” from suggesting to the government 

on the need for establishing a regular exchange of weather telegrams between Hongkong 

and Manila: 

How is it we do not get daily weather telegrams from Manila? We get them 
                                                 
279 Daily Press, September 8, 1880, the editorial. 
280 TYPHOON TELEGRAMS, China Mail, September 8, 1880. 
281 “Man at the Peak” might refer to a bronze statue of former Governor Sir Arthur Kennedy on the Peak. 
Hennessy’s grandson James, criticized this as “the only British Governor of Hong Kong to have had his 
statue erected by public subscription in the capital, Victoria, had won golden opinions by an inert rule.” in 
James Pope Hennessy, op. cit., 227-228. 
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from Amoy, Shanghai and Nagasaki, but then the public are indebted to the 

liberality of the Great Northern Telegraph Company for this information. Seeing 

the amount of money received by the Eastern Extension Telegraph Company I 

do not perceive why they should not be equally liberal. 

 The cost of the telegrams would not ruin the Colony, and the Government, with 

its one million dollars revenue, might well expend a small amount of it in 

assisting to protect its annual inlet of upwards of four million of tons of 

shipping. 

The editor of the China Mail criticized his morning contemporary for not making careful 

enquiries into Talbot’s complaint. “The Authorities,” regardless whether it denoted the 

Governor or the Harbour Department, upon which Talbot censured, the China Mail noted, 

received no telegram whatsoever on August 28. The telegram published in the China 

Mail on Saturday evening, the editor explained, was furnished directly by the 

Superintendent of the Eastern Extension Telegraph Company. The telegram was the sole 

advice of the kind in hand, and that was only received some considerable time after the 

Esmeralda had left Hongkong.282 

 Even though Captain Talbot had no doubt been unintentionally misled, as implied by 

the China Mail, his suggestion was taken by the paper to urge a more comprehensive 

system for weather exchange in Hongkong. To this end, the paper suggested that they 

should be glad to see a Bureau established as 

a Meteorological Department, if the same would not be too heavy a drain of the 

exchequer of the Colony, for the exchange of weather telegrams and warnings of 

approaching typhoons and severe gales, with Manila, Singapore and the Coast 

                                                 
282 China Mail, September 8, 1880. 
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ports; and if the Shipping Interest would benefit materially from such an 

arrangement no doubt an influential deputation representing that important 

Interest might be got up to wait on H. E. the Governor and press the matter on 

his attention. 

The Governor’s action on this subject had been long expected ever since Price’s report of 

1877. Moreover, there was an item of $5,000 in the Estimates of 1878 designated for this 

purpose. Nevertheless, nothing substantial, as the two major English papers both pointed 

out, had been done by the Government ever since. 

  The Daily Press responded to its evening contemporary the next morning and 

admitted that no telegram was received from Manila about the recent typhoon by the 

authorities of Hongkong. The only telegram was received by the Eastern Extension 

Telegraph Company, which arrived at twenty minutes past five, and was immediately 

communicated to the newspapers. The delay in its transmission, the Daily Press noted, 

would appear to have been at Manila. In the end, the apparently careless paper concluded, 

Of course it cannot be expected that it is the duty of a Telegraph Company to act 

as the meteorological medium for the Colony; the duty clearly belongs to the 

Authorities. The public have, however, to thank the Eastern Extension Company 

for all news of this kind from Manila yet received. 

The transmission of typhoon messages from Manila by the telegraph company was 

regarded by the press as courtesy of the private firm; however, it was taken as a duty, 

though unprecedented, of the colonial government. 

The highest authority of the Colony, the Governor, Sir John Pope Hennessy, was at 

that time besieged in a political storm with his first budget speech in the Legislative 

Council. A correspondence carried in the same issue of the Daily Press, while responding 
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to Talbot’s complaint, had also criticized the government’s inertness with the proposed 

observatory. The reader, which signed himself “Middle-aged Resident,” considered it 

inexplicable that under the Governor’s “unconcealed desire to do all he can to benefit 

natives specially, should not hurry forward a scheme which would be of such inestimable 

advantage to them (the Chinese).” He reminded ironically that the deaths among natives 

were infinitely more numerous than those among Europeans in the typhoon of 1874, “but 

possibly none of the “Leading Chinese” were injured!”283 This middle-aged resident 

implied that lower priority had been to the Observatory in the Governor’s agenda for 

public works. The harbor of refuge which benefited specifically the Chinese boat 

population seemed to be Hennessy’s more favored project than the observatory. However, 

this accusation seemed, again, to lack careful enquiry. 

Colonial administrative response to the mercantile want 

 The Governor’s response to the “universal” urge of securing the Manila telegrams 

for typhoon warning was given in his budget speech given on September 11, 1880. 

Hennessy’s number one opponent, William Keswick, the principal partner of the Jardine, 

Matheson & Co. (怡和洋行), the Chairman of the Hongkong General Chamber of 

Commerce, 284  and the unofficial member in the Legislative Council, had bitterly 

criticized Hennessy’s Estimates of 1881 at a meeting of the Legislative Council. Keswick 

was dissatisfied with the inexactness of the Estimates. He delivered his regret that any 

sum, for the project of time-ball and the harbor refuge at Causeway Bay (銅鑼灣), should 

be stated without giving a full estimate of the cost, rather than just putting “$10,000 from 
                                                 
283 Daily Press, September 9, 1880. 
284 Keswick and P. Ryrie (of Turner & Co.) were the most important figures in the General Chamber of 
Commerce of Hongkong throughout the 1870s and most of the 1880s. They were in turn the Chairman of 
the Chamber and thereby the “unofficial member” of the Legislative Council. See Wilfred Victor Pennell, 
History of the Hong Kong General Chamber of Commerce, 1861-1961, and Annual Report of 1960 (Hong 
Kong: Cathay Press, 1961). 
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the Special Fund” before the Council.285 

Keswick’s criticism of the omitted estimates elicited a long and interesting statement 

from the Governor, in which Hennessy explained the delay of several public works, 

including the observatory. The Governor pointed out that the repair of the Praya wall had 

taken up most of the time of the staff in the Public Works Department under Surveyor 

General J. M. Price. The work on the Praya wall, according to several letters from Price 

and other Public Works staff, had kept back all other public works, including the 

breakwater, the new central school, the new goal in a new separate style, and the 

proposed Observatory.286 

Nevertheless, a new initiative for the observatory and a vote of $10,000 for its 

construction in the Estimates of 1881, the Governor continued, was, since the J. M. 

Price’s proposal gazetted in 1877, revitalized by a letter dispatched in 1879 from Sir 

Michael Hicks Beach (head of the Colonial Office) at London. That dispatch was 

enclosed with a letter from Warren de la Rue, Chairman of the Kew Committee of the 

Royal Society. 287  In his letter, de la Rue proposed establishing an observatory in 

Hongkong to obtain accurate records of magnetic and meteorological conditions of the 

China seas, where there already existed several observatories which took continuous 

observations. The position of Hongkong could fill up spatially the observation gap 

between Manila and Shanghai (Zikawei) and thus form a most valuable addition to those 

observatories.288 

                                                 
285 HKGG, September 11, 1880, Minutes of the Meeting of the Legislative Council: the Estimates. 
286 China Mail, September 11, 1880. 
287 Letter from Warren de la Rue to R. G. W. Herbert (Under Secretary of State for the Colonies), Feb. 25 
1879, in CO129/186, 265-271, ESTABLISHMENT AT HONG KONG OF A METEOROLOGICAL 
OBSERVATORY. 
288 These observatories were in, Warren de la Rue noted with a diagram, Batavia (supported by Holland), 
Manila (by the Society of Jesus), Zikawei (by the Society of Jesus), and Peking (by the Russian Embassy). 
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Two other observatories under the British Empire were also mentioned. One at 

Mauritius (directed by Charles Meldrum mentioned above) and the other in India, which 

was re-constituted by Henry Francis Blanford (1834-1893), the Imperial Meteorological 

Reporter of the Government of India at Calcutta. A letter from Blanford was enclosed 

with that from Warren de la Rue, in which Blanford put the importance of the proposed 

Hongkong Observatory as:289 

The results of the meteorological system established by the Government of India 

have now demonstrated the fact that the monsoons of India are distinct in origin 

and goal from those of the China Seas. Each region is characterized by features 

peculiar to it, and we have now accumulated a large amount of data relating to 

the Indian monsoon which will receive a great extension so soon as the nautical 

logs now in course of extractions and tabulation in the London Meteorological 

Office, should be available for discussion. But in the case of the China Seas our 

information is but little advanced beyond the stage to which it was carried by 

Dove and Piddington. A first class observatory has indeed been established by 

the Jesuit Fathers at Shanghae, and another is now in course of equipment at 

Manila. But much more than this is required for the study of the China monsoon, 

and the proposed observatory at Hong Kong will be most valuable addition to 

the system. 

The local want of a well-worked-out system for typhoon warning was not mentioned in 

these opinions from the metropolitan, nor from India, another colony of the Empire. 

 Although the proposal of establishing an observatory in Hongkong was of great 

                                                 
289 Letter from Blanford to the Kew Committee, date unknown, in CO129/186, 265-271, 
ESTABLISHMENT AT HONG KONG OF A METEOROLOGICAL OBSERVATORY. 
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importance from the perspective of the Empire and of the locals, Hennessy’s speech for 

the Estimates of 1881 was proved a failure as nothing substantial proceeded after the 

meeting. The Governor was then continuously in dispute with his fellowmen. The Daily 

Press commented on those controversies on September 18 1880: 

The real fact, however, is that Governor HENNESSY has estranged himself from 

his countrymen and from foreigners by his persistent efforts to render the natives 

dissatisfied with their position and consider themselves unjustly treated. To this 

end he is ready to thwart or annoy other section of the community, content to 

win the praise of the Chinese alone.….290 

Politics might be responsible for the deferral of a governmental observatory of Hongkong. 

Regarding this, Eitel, the private secretary to Hennessy during that time, recollected,291 

“as regards public works, Sir John’s term of office is chiefly remarkable for the number 

of important works discussed, declared urgent and rejected or postponed.”292 While the 

Governor was set in the political conundrum in the Colony in mid September of 1880, 

another typhoon near the Philippine Islands posed again a trial of strength for the Manila 

telegrams. 

 

Refreshed Typhoon Scare, Manila telegrams, and the cross-colonial subscription 

The importance of Manila telegrams was recognized again in the first typhoon 

season after the cable was laid. Two Manila telegrams dispatched at 8 p.m., September 21 

and at 4.50 p.m., September 22, had aroused once more the periodical typhoon scare or 

anxiety of the Hongkong mercantile community. The Harbour Office had hoisted a drum 
                                                 
290 Daily Press, Sept. 18, 1880, THE GOVERNOR AND THE CITY HALL COMMITTEE. 
291 For the appointment of Dr. Eitel to the temporary position as Private Secretary to Hennessy, see China 
Mail, Oct. 4, 1880. 
292 Eitel, op. cit., 539. 
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indicating the approach of bad weather. The editor of the China Mail fancied that the 

warning from the Harbour Office was more on account of the telegrams from Manila than 

from any local indications. These alarms reminded those who suffered in the severe 

typhoon of 1874, which happened at the same night of September 22 six years ago. The 

local barometer in Hongkong, the China Mail pointed out, was as useless as that of the 

case in 1874, which did not “bear out the theory that the Luzon storm will burst upon us; 

nor does the general aspect of the weather as yet bear a typhoon character.” Nevertheless, 

the China Mail still urged that some settled understanding should be arrived at as to 

barometric and other readings from Manila, as there appeared to be some difficulty in 

accurately arriving at what was and was not a stormy reading of the barometer according 

to the Manila standard.293 

 The China Mail noted in another column that the weather-wise differed again widely 

in opinion of whether the typhoon would arrive at Hongkong or not. The Harbour Master 

had formed the opinion that a storm might be looked for overnight. On the other hand, it 

was believed, by some other authorities, however, that the full force of the typhoon would 

more likely to be felt to the southeast, than in the Colony. Barometric readings of Messrs. 

Falconer & Co. were compared with those taken at Mr. Noble’s premises, which showed 

a fall between 9 a.m. and 4 p.m. The editor of the China Mail added “those who have 

compared the indications which preceded the typhoon of 23rd September 1874 think that 

there is much similarity in the signs now present.” If the indications continued to be 

ominous, the China Mail noted, the gun would be fired from the Police Hulk as a warning 

to all concerned.294 

                                                 
293 China Mail, September 22, 1880, THE EXPECTED TYPHOON. 
294 China Mail, September 22, 1880. 
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The havoc experience of 1874 was also reminded at this occasion by the Daily Press. 

Its issue on September 23 noted that the weather was the principal topic in the Colony in 

the night before, “it being the sixth anniversary of the last great typhoon, and scarcely 

anything occupies the attention for the moment more than the instruments, which are 

being constantly consulted.” Hourly barometric readings of Messrs. Falconer & Co. were, 

again, listed in the paper showing a steady air pressure of 29.80 before 9.30 p.m. of 

September 22. 

 On the following day (September 23), according to the China Mail, what were 

believed to be signs of a typhoon of much severity were watched by all with growing 

interest, which was heightened towards noon. At 11.40 a.m., the typhoon gun was fired. 

“The whole of the vessels in the harbour have taken every precaution to meet the danger 

which threatened, and although the weather-wise assure us that the danger of which we 

were advised has passed, they are all acting on the safe principle of being prepared for the 

worst.” Some steamers had anchored to the west side of the Stonecutters Island. There 

were no boats bound for Macao and the Manila steamer advertised did not leave. During 

the night, all the vessels had been letting out more chains or dropping extra anchors. 

“They are, having been so fairly forewarned as they have been, now prepared for any big 

blow that may yet arise….The harbour was a scene of great liveliness during the day, 

when all were astir and when the sampans were all ordered off to their usual place of 

protection.”295 

 Fortunately, the typhoon was revised later by the press to be a “gale” and the 

damage done by it was not great. According to the China Mail, all vessels were spared, 

the Praya wall had not materially suffered, and Hongkong as a whole, weathered it 

                                                 
295 China Mail, September 23, 1880, THE THREATENED TYPHOON. 
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well.296 This smaller amount of damage incurred might be due to the good precaution 

taken according to the warning of the Manila telegrams. The paper also made a 

comparison between Hongkong and Amoy, which also received typhoon telegrams from 

Manila: 

 With regard to our hazarded opinion last night (of the 23rd) that the main section 

of the typhoon, of whose tail we have just had a swish, had travelled towards the 

North in a little more easterly line than that which would bring it here 

(Hongkong), we may note that the Amoy people, so far as we can hear, up to the 

time of writing, are not very active with their telegrams…. 

The importance of the Manila typhoon telegrams was thus emphasized again by the 

evening paper. A comparison between different ports became again a motif in the 

meteorological issue in the press. The press was thus a major media for people at 

Hongkong to channel a collective desire of a public weather telegram service. Via the 

press, the mercantile interest exerted continuous pressure on the political authorities. 

While waiting for a response from the government, the mercantile community had started 

their own strategy for facilitating such a service. 

 In the second typhoon season after the laying of the Hongkong-Manila cable, 

telegraphic information about weather occupied most columns of newspapers. Dispersed 

telegrams at times confused their Hongkong readers. In 1881, weather telegrams from 

Manila were dispatched specifically to the Governor of Hongkong. For instance, there 

were four weather telegrams dispatched to Hongkong in the China Mail of August 26, 

1881. Two were from Manila and the other two from Amoy. Those from Manila were 

                                                 
296 China Mail, September 24, 1880, THE GALE AND ITS EFFECTS; Daily Press, September 24, 1880, 
GALE IN HONGKONG. The abridged version of this report was reprinted by NCDN, Oct.1, 1880. 
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both sent from the Director of the Manila Observatory to Hennessy; but recipients of 

Amoy weather telegrams varied. One was by Messrs. Douglas Lapraik & Co., one of the 

major shipping companies; while the other one was received by the Hongkong agent of 

the Great Northern Telegraph Company, Mr. Suenson from the Company’s Amoy 

Office.297 

 The Governor’s responsibility to forward those important messages to the public via 

the press remained a public issue, which was framed and contested by and in the press. 

The delay of weather telegrams from the Philippine side was accused by the Hongkong 

mercantile community in the previous typhoon season. In fact, the problem of delay 

might be attributed to the Eastern Extension Telegraph Company, which built the line in 

May 1880. Father Faura had complained to Governor Hennessy that the Company 

refused to transmit weather messages for free from Manila to Hongkong, a courtesy 

somehow guaranteed by Hennessy when the cable was first laid. 298  In contrast, 

complaints in 1881 from ship captains frequenting Manila, as to the delay in publishing 

weather telegrams for more than twenty-four hours after their receipt at Hongkong, 

seemed to focus on the Hongkong side. While the press asserted that there was no delay 

due to the publication, public censure was channeled to the highest authority. 

 Shipmasters’ complaints against the delay culminated in early September of 1881. 

The China Mail cited that there were more complaints in El Comercio. The Manila paper 

said that it was incomprehensible how a telegram, sent at 9 a.m. of September 19 from 

Manila, could not have reached Hongkong before noon the next day, and then to be 
                                                 
297 One telegram stated that there were then strong indications of the approach of a typhoon at Amoy; the 
other went, “A typhoon now raging in the Formosa Channel, direction supposed to be northerly. Weather 
here (Amoy) very threatening. Barometer 29.50, and falling since yesterday at noon.” 
298 Faura to Hennessy, July 3, 1881, in Miguel Saderra-Masó, Historia del Observatorio de Manila 
fundado y dirigido por los padres de la misión de la Compañia de Jesús de Filipinas 1865-1915 (Manila: 
E.C. McCullough & Co, 1915), 65-66. 
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published by the Governor’s order at 10 p.m., when by that time several vessels must 

have left, as happened to the Emuy. There must be something wrong in the matter, “but 

thanks to Providence, there are no fatal consequences to be recorded. Nevertheless, such 

delay should be avoided in the interests of life and property.”299 

The China Mail carried a long correspondence on September 5, undersigned by 

“Veritas,” which best exemplified the public censure of the Governor’s indifference. It 

was the monumental document of telegraphic meteorology of Hongkong at that time. 

Allow me to cite the full text here:300 

TYPHOONS versus APATHY 

  To the Editor of the “CHINA MAIL” 

Manila, 29th August 

SIR,----Ever since the meteorological Observatory of this port (Manila) has 
been established and in good working order, the Mercantile Marine community, 
as well as all and everyone on whom it has conferred undoubted benefits, have 
been more than grateful for its services, and as a slight testimonial of the 
appreciation acknowledged for the voluntary and generous efforts of the Rev. 
Father Faura, the Director of the Observatory, a subscription started in a few 
days produced a considerable sum, which has been invested in instruments for 
the better and more precise working of the Observatory. 
 The press of the Colony have on more than one occasion expressed their 
feelings on the subject – faithful echo of universal opinion, unanimous as to 
the benefit to humanity in general. We have been patiently waiting for a move 
in the right direction from your (Hongkong) side, and with the exception of a 
mere mention in a report of the proceedings during a meeting of the Legislative 
Council of Hongkong, we see nothing yet favourable, but much and almost 
criminal apathy and negligence, which merits most emphatic and just censure 
from every right-thing person. 
 Englishmen are prone to accuse the Spaniards (more than any other nation 

                                                 
299 China Mail, September 5, 1881. 
300 China Mail, September 5, 1881, TYPHOON versus APATHY. 
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perhaps,) of being a century behind every other enlightened and civilized nation: 
for a wonder, here are these same people showing us that they are not so far 
behind as is the general opinion, but giving a laudable example which Hongkong, 
as part and parcel of the eminently maritime nation, ought never to have allowed 
the honour to belong to us who sleep siestas, and consequently are so far 
behind-hand! 
 If your small but important community, whose very life and soul is the result of 
the labours and perils experienced by those “who go down to the sea in ships,” 
whose prosperity is dependent on the safety of the floating millions borne to and 
from that barren rock, cannot for a moment think of assisting without any 
pecuniary sacrifice (as none is required) yet let its voice, loud but unanimous, be 
heard demanding, that the telegraphic despatches (sic) sent from this be instantly 
made public, for the sake of common humanity, and for the safety of your own 
interests as much as ours, and far more so, as information of this nature, would 
benefit the whole of the commerce of the China seas, ours being but a drip in the 
ocean comparatively speaking. 
 Can we not ask the press of the Colony to save the British name from the slur 
cast upon it by the proposition contained in the Oceania Española calling for a 
subscription here to pay for the telegraphing of the forecasting of this 
Observatory to Hongkong, and there to be published at our expense instantly on 
its arrival? 
 A proposition which by the way does honour to its originators, and which no 
doubt will be generously responded to, but which cries shame on those that have 
waited for this to be done, by those who have done their share already, but who 
are ready to do still more for pure humanity’s sake. 
 Are Englishmen so dead to a feeling of common gratitude, which so justly 
belongs to those who pass sleepless nights, beside the instruments enlightened 
science has afforded them the means of prognosticating or foretelling the storm 
that is gathering in strength and fury to burst over the devoted heads of our 
seafaring brethren, carrying desolation and destruction wherever its presence is 
felt? Cannot the safety of their own, personal interests stimulate them to some 
action that would end in harmonious cooperation with this side, for the general 
weal and safety? Or is it that you are so wrapped up in the questionable 
enjoyment of bickerings and scandal, of very low nature in most cases, showing 
taste of the worst kind, to the exclusion of every other feeling that would 
somewhat alleviate the heavy burdens co-existent with our short span of life? I 
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question if any other British Port in the world would have had the opportunities 
given it that Hongkong has, without having been but too happy to have had the 
chance of instant acknowledgement, and the most hearty and efficacious 
co-operation in immediate action conducive to universal safety. 
  If my humble lines will serve to rouse the community or those whose place it 
is to act in the matter, it will more than re-pay the trouble it has cost me to 
acknowledge that British circumlocution or red-tapeism beats the Hidalgos 
hollow, when it one shews its repugnant existence.  

VERITAS 

This humble correspondence from Manila did rouse action of the mercantile 

community in Hongkong. On the following day (September 6), arrangements had been 

made by the mercantile community for the immediate issue of Manila telegrams. N. J. 

Ede, the Secretary of the Union Insurance Society wrote to the Hongkong Government, 

and, having called attention to the fact that some steamers had gone to sea which would 

have been detained had the telegram been published earlier, asked for arrangements to be 

made by the government for issuing the Manila warnings immediately upon their 

receipt.301 

 The Hongkong Telegraph, a new English daily published since this year (1881), 

cited news from El Comercio that a sum of $350 was subscribed in Hongkong for the 

purpose of presenting the Manila Meteorological Observatory with a few necessary 

instruments. The agent of the Hongkong and Shanghai Banking Corporation (HSBC),302 

                                                 
301 China Mail, September 6, 1881. The Union Insurance Society of Canton was one of the oldest 
insurance offices in China, which was established in 1835, before the Opium War. This Society and the 
Canton Insurance Office (est. 1836), had dominated the business of marine insurance in China. According 
to the NCDN, Dec.21, 1868, marine insurance seemed to be the one thing in the East that had never 
wavered between success and failure. Even in the 1860s when the China trade was more “opened up”, these 
two Companies continued to divide gigantic profits. It was not until 1868 when another competitor, the 
North China Insurance Company joined the market. A sponsorship for the Manila Observatory in 1881 by 
these three companies would be mentioned later. 
302 For the history of the HSBC (滙豐銀行), established in 1865, see Frank H. H. King, Catherine E. King, 
and David J. S. King. 1987. The History of the Hongkong and Shanghai Banking Corporation (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1987). 
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Thomas Jackson, had been good enough to remit the amount at good price. The following 

were the contributors: Canton Insurance Office ($50), Union Insurance Society of Canton 

($50), North China Insurance Company ($50), China Trader Insurance Company ($50), 

Yangtse Insurance Association ($50), Chinese Insurance Company ($25), On Tai 

Insurance Company ($25), Man On Insurance Company ($25), and Messrs. Remedios & 

Co. ($25). (Figure 3.5)303 

     
Figure 3.5: The long-distance inter-colonial subscription of Hongkong-based insurance companies to the 

Manila Observatory in El Comercio, September 16, 1881 

 

 This subscription was the mercantile community’s affirmation of the timely 

warnings of bad weather given by the Director of the Observatory at Manila.304 The 

China Mail observed in November, that these telegrams had saved many vessels trading 
                                                 
303 Hongkong Telegraph, September 26, 1881; cited from El Comercio, September 16, 1881. A brief survey 
of these insurance companies would be the insipient history of the insurance industry in China, which 
remains a relatively untouched field, see Yin Ho (何英), A Preliminary Study of the Insurance Industry of 
China in 19th Century (十九世紀中國保險業的初步研究), Master thesis, Soochow University, 2003; 
Bang-Yan Feng (馮邦彥) and Mee-Kau Nyaw (饒美姣), trans. Violet Law, Enriching Lives: a history of 
insurance in Hong Kong, 1841-2010 (Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 2011). 
304 For the Jesuit Father Frederic Faura and the Jesuit Observatory at Manila, see Augustín Udías, 
Searching the Heavens and the Earth: the History of Jesuit Observatories. (Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic 
Publishers, 2003), 147-158, 269-274; Saderra-Masó, Historia del Observatorio de Manila. 

 173



on the China coast, and probably also a large number of lives, during the stormy season 

in 1881. These companies were the most important insurance companies at that time. The 

leading one, the Canton Insurance Office, was established and managed by Keswick’s 

Messrs. Jardine, Matheson & Co. Thomas Jackson, the manager of the HSBC, was the 

most important banker in the Hongkong mercantile community, who led the Bank 

through crises in the late 1870s.305 The Manila meteorological revelation had also been 

passed along the wires from Hongkong to other ports in the telegraphic chain, so that the 

necessary precautions could be taken by vessels ready for departure at the various coastal 

ports of China, even to Nagasaki in Japan. Under such bliss, the China Mail had 

appraised that the action of the marine insurance companies, subscribing towards the 

instruments for the Observatory at Manila, was of much practical sense as well as public 

spirit.306 

   

Figure 3.6: William Keswick of Jardine, Matheson & Co. and Thomas Jackson of the HSBC 

Source: Left: Colin N. Crisswell, The Taipans: Hong Kong’s merchant princes (Hong Kong: Oxford 

University Press, 1981), figure 35; Right: Frank H. H. King, op. cit. (1987), p.120c. 

                                                 
305 Jackson was elected by the members of the Hongkong Chamber of Commerce in 1884 to be their 
nominee for a seat in the Legislative Council. Daily Press, March 28, 1885. 
306 China Mail, Nov. 3, 1881. Reprinted by NCDN, Nov. 9, 1881. 
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Sir John Pope Hennessy, the Governor estranged by the Hongkong foreign public, 

soon recognized the timely forwarding of Manila telegrams as a new but urgent need of 

his sea-going people. In his speech given at the Legislative Council for the Estimates of 

1882, Hennessy announced that he received within the last few days two telegrams from 

the Government of Manila, and the Council was aware that they indicated the full force 

of the gale Hongkong had recently experienced. With this obvious and practical value, 

the Governor suggested a sum of $20,000 for establishing the proposed Hongkong 

Observatory, which could make observations that “will be not only useful to ourselves, 

but to all the ports on the China Sea.”307 

The Governor’s acknowledgement of the value of the Manila telegrams appeared at 

another occasion. On October 15, 1881, a typhoon of considerable violence devastated 

Hongkong again. In the official report from the Hongkong Government to the Colonial 

Office at London, the typhoon had caused severe destruction to native crafts, but 

fortunately, as far as the Governor had sustained, very few lives had been lost. The report 

noted that as early as 9 a.m. on October 12, he received two telegrams, one shortly after 

the other, from the Director of the Observatory at Manila, informing that a typhoon was 

raging in Luzon. The Governor had swiftly forwarded these telegrams to the public,308 

and this, Hennessy claimed in the report, had prevented a number of vessels from leaving 

the harbour and warning others to take refuge. Hennessy pointed out to the Colonial 

Office that the attribute of the moving pattern of typhoons had made the Manila 

telegrams so valuable: “as most of the typhoons which visit this Island have their origin 

in the East of Luzon, it is very fortunate that we are in telegraphic communication with 

                                                 
307 Hongkong Telegraph, September 1, 1881, THE PROPOSED OBSERVATORY FOR HONGKONG. 
308 Some newspaper clippings were enclosed in the report to London, the first one was the Manila 
telegrams posted in Daily Press, Oct.13, 1881. 
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Manila so as to receive early warning of their approach.”309 

Regarding the loss of native crafts, Hennessy’s report addressed that it might have 

been avoided “had the Chinese obeyed the warnings which were issued by the Harbour 

Master early in the day.” The warning from the Harbour Master seemed to be the only 

official warning the Chinese boat population could reach. And it was one day behind the 

warning of the English newspapers. There seemed to be no complaints from the foreign 

shipping community this time. The official trans-continental correspondence, between the 

Hongkong Government and London, of course, would never enclose the voice of those 

complaining captains. 

 

Conclusion 

The establishment of the Hongkong Observatory under the British Colonial 

Government in 1883 was not a new topic for historians.310 Several studies had pointed 

out the initiative by British scientific authorities as evidenced by Warren de la Rue’s letter. 

In contrast to previous studies, this chapter shifts the focus on the establishment of an 

observatory to the telegraph. Such a shift avails us an opportunity to see the agency of the 

Hongkong mercantile community, which had secured the service of the cable to typhoon 

                                                 
309 CO129/195, 97-112. TYPHOON ON 14TH INSTANT, October 15, 1881. Letter from the Acting 
Colonial Secretary (M. S. Tonnochy) to Her Majesty’s Principal Secretary of State for the Colony (Earl of 
Kimberly), Oct.15 1881. Governor Hennessy then planned to make arrangements to pay the entire sum for 
the regular transmission of Manila telegrams sent from the Observatory to Hongkong. He estimated that as 
the typhoon season only lasted for three months, the cost could not exceed $200; that was about $60 for a 
month. This payment evidenced Hennessy’s failure in influencing the Eastern Extension Company to 
follow its contemporary in providing free transmission of weather telegrams. 
310 Leonard Starbuck, A Brief General History of the Royal Observatory, Containing Extracts from 
Contemporary Records, Annual Reports and Memoranda. (Hong Kong: the Government Printer, 1951); 
Dyson, From Time-Ball to Atomic Clock: a history of the Royal Observatory (Hong Kong: the Government 
Printer, 1983); Ho Pui-yin (何沛然), Weathering the Storm: Hong Kong Observatory and Social 
Development (Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 2003), 146-176; P. Kevin MacKeown, “William 
Doberck: a stormy career,” Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society Hong Kong Branch, 44(2004): 5-39; 
MacKeown, Early China Coast Meteorology: the role of Hong Kong (Hong Kong: Hong Kong University 
Press, 2010). 
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warning in its very beginning; and this was within a series of efforts which started back in 

the 1870s. I call such efforts undertakings in telegraphic meteorology, which was 

meaningful for us to understand how science and technology worked in the Colony and 

their images in the mind of local residents. Typhoon warnings were too important to be a 

monopoly of anyone. The spirit of laissez faire had expanded to the imperative 

intelligence of typhoons. To stir up the seemly inert colonial administrators, the 

mercantile community had pushed them forward in the subject with the press serving as 

the commercial organs. The inter-colonial transmission of telegraphic typhoon messages 

from Manila to Hongkong had thus become new diplomatic matter of routines. It could 

not be an issue to be negotiated only by both British and Spanish colonial authorities. 

Rather, an inter-port mercantile community, with newspaper circulated among ports, had 

settled down the priority of these urgent weather messages in the telegraphic 

communication. A voice of establishing a new observatory in Hongkong was to organize 

and secure a regular timely transmission of weather telegrams. The “local” mercantile 

interest, especially the marine community, had later continued to shape and frame, though 

not very successfully, every aspects of the work of the incipient Hongkong Observatory, 

which will be the content of Chapters 4 and 5. 
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Chapter Four: British Synoptic Meteorology and the Mercantile Community in 
Hongkong 

  

 Meteorology in the nineteenth century differed from other sciences in terms of scale 

and intensity. Extensive observations in more-the-better sites by standard instruments 

were taken at designated hours every day. Moreover, these data had to be transmitted 

telegraphically to a central observatory to be drawn onto a weather map, with which 

meteorologists could analyze the pattern of air masses and then predicted their 

subsequent movement. This extensive information gathering and analysis was called 

“synoptic method” by nowadays meteorologists, and was considered a base of modern 

meteorology.311

 

 This chapter demonstrates how such a network was established in the 

last quarter of the nineteenth century, and argues that the synoptic method in China was 

enabled by an intricate hybrid of colonial, semi-, and inter-colonial contexts. First, it was 

by no means a “Chinese” enterprise under the prevailing “high imperialism”. Instead, 

British formal and informal empires in China, the major topic of this chapter, both made 

significant contribution to such a process. However, I am not to demarcate a successful 

scientific enterprise of the British Empire, which hereafter registered and tabulated the 

atmospheric environment of China by standard instruments with intensity over an 

extensive area. Quite contrary to that, I will demonstrate that the British network was 

vulnerable to the demanding mercantile community at Hongkong, which had prioritized 

their need for weather intelligence regarding typhoons and tested the efficiency of such 

British imperial enterprise. 

                                                 
311 See the entry of "weather map." Encyclopædia Britannica. Encyclopædia Britannica Online Academic 
Edition. Encyclopædia Britannica, 2011. Web. 14 Oct. 2011. 
<http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/638343/weather-map>  

http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/638343/weather-map�
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“Doberckian Fiasco” 

 In October 1893, the founding Director of the Hongkong Observatory, Dr. William 

Doberck (1852-1941), was under great public censure at Hongkong ten years after the 

Observatory was founded. Doberck came to Hongkong in 1883, a year when the 

Observatory buildings were still under construction. However, a decade later, Doberck’s 

directorship won him public condemnation in the press. Doberck’s main responsibility, as 

assigned by the press, of issuing efficiently typhoon warnings had aroused diatribe from 

the mercantile community of Hongkong. People in both shipping and insurance industries 

were at large dissatisfied with Doberck’s weather service; and the recognized 

“malfunction” of the Observatory was termed by critics as the most recent one of the 

“Doberckian Fiascos.”312

The Hongkong press complained that the original decision made by the Astronomer 

Royal at Greenwich, as to choose Doberck—an astronomer in his specialty rather than a 

meteorologist----to be the founding director of the Observatory at Hongkong, was 

responsible for its delinquency in storm-warnings, which was no doubt, in the editor’s 

opinion, a thing of prime importance to the underwriters, ship-owners, shipmasters and 

the general public in Hongkong. The exercise or the superior influence of the “home 

authorities” from the imperial metropolitan and its discontent in the local expatriate 

society in the “periphery,” were the main topics discussed in this chapter.

 

313

                                                 
312 China Mail, Oct. 11, 1893. 
313 The difference between a meteorologist and a forecaster is first defined by Gary Alan Fine, Authors of 
the Storms: meteorologist and the culture of prediction (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2007). 
However, the two professions seemed to be not so distinctive in the nineteenth century. Another distinction 
between an astronomer and a meteorologist was, as I will argue, the cause of the “Doberckian fiasco”. 

 Doberck’s 

unpopularity in Hongkong was a focal point for us to examine the multiple agencies in 

different places and at different levels, from London to Hongkong, from the imperial to 
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the local mercantile community. Different schemata of these agencies in the 

imperial/synoptic enterprise in meteorology had crashed together in Doberck’s official 

duty as a meteorologist in the Crown Colony. 

Previous studies on the meteorology in British colonial Hongkong are mainly about 

the institutional history of the Hongkong Observatory, focusing on the initiating elite 

scientists “at home” and the coming of the Observatory’s first director to the Colony.314 

Local expatriate society never seemed to be a focus of the related literature. In contrast, 

Chapter 3 had demonstrated the role of the Hongkong mercantile community in 

articulating “telegraphic meteorology” from 1873 to 1881, a period before the 

establishment of the Observatory. I argued that the nautical experience regarding 

typhoons had made the community incorporate enthusiastically the new technological 

device of the Manila-Hongkong telegraphic cable (set in 1880), for issuing typhoon 

warnings. Instead of focusing on technology, this Chapter puts emphasis on the 

interloping of the British Empire and the reaction from the local. Such argument is not for 

redressing the misfortune of Dr. Doberck, who left Hongkong without an official farewell 

after twenty-four years of civil service.315

Recent historiography on “science and empires” envisioned a new approach 

 The British imperial agency and its discontent 

in the meteorological enterprise in late-nineteenth-century Hongkong will reveal a much 

more complicated story between science and empires in the age of high imperialism with 

the additional role of the demanding mercantile interests. 

                                                 
314 Leonard Starbuck, A Brief General History of the Royal Observatory: containing extracts from 
contemporary records, annual reports and memoranda (Hong Kong: the Government Printer, 1951); 
Anthony Dyson, From Timeball to Atomic Clock: a history of the Royal Observatory (Hong Kong: the 
Government Printer, 1983); Pui-Yin Ho (何佩然), Weathering the Storm: Hong Kong Observatory and 
Social Development (Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 2003). 
315 As argued by P. Kevin MacKeown, Doberck’s cantankerous personality was mainly responsible for the 
“fiasco”. See MacKeown, “William Doberck: a stormy career founding the Hong Kong Observatory,” 
Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society Hong Kong Branch, 44 (2004): 5-39. 
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focusing on the “multiple engagements” of various agencies within and out of individual 

colony. 316

 British meteorological network in nineteenth-century China was established by 

various agencies within the Empire. In addition to that of the scientific authority at home, 

initiative from Lloyd’s at London had illustrated better the role of the “nation of 

shopkeepers” as a coherent agency. In March 1882, (Later Sir) Henry Montague Hozier, 

Secretary to Lloyd’s of London, received some letters from Lloyd’s agents at Shanghai. 

They informed Hozier that the Shanghai General Chamber of Commerce was proposing a 

scheme for establishing the China Coast Meteorological Service (CCMS) to provide 

 The perpetual dispute between Doberck and the Hongkong mercantile 

community was, as I will demonstrate, a substantial case for such a new research agenda. 

Traditional dichotomy of the metropolitan scientific elites and the expatriate societies was 

replaced by dynamics of multiple directions. In addition to the British Empire, the 

Hongkong mercantile community and the directors of the counterpart meteorological 

observers at other colonies outside Hongkong were all imperative to a complete story. For 

typhoons had always traversed across colonial and national boundaries; and a public 

sphere, which was enabled by telegraph and the mutually reprinted newspapers filled 

with meteorological opinions, had also spanned across the boundaries of different 

sovereignties. The constant striking of typhoons had furnished recurrent opportunities for 

the public to check the performance of the British imperial network and compared it with 

that of other meteorological institutions. 

 

The initiative of Lloyd’s of London 

                                                 
316 Mark Harrison, “Science and the British Empire,” ISIS, 96:1 (2005), 56-63; Roy McLeod, 
“Introduction,” in MacLeod ed., Osiris, Vol. 15, Nature and Empire: science and the colonial enterprise 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2000). 
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regular weather forecast, and was soliciting subscription for it from the Lloyd’s, as well 

as from other insurance companies at Shanghai.317

Any information of typhoons was no doubt necessary to the leading insurance office, 

which Hozier supervised. Lloyd’s was sanctioned, by a Parliament Act of Incorporation 

in 1871, to be only indirectly concerned with the insurance business, which was 

transacted by its members individually, but was responsible for superintending agents and 

collecting marine intelligence globally.

 This scheme was of great importance 

to Lloyd’s principal business in marine insurance. For it promised a regular and extensive 

data collection of deadly typhoons, which was no doubt relevant to the calculation of 

premium of insurance for ships frequenting the “Far East”. Furthermore, the scheme 

envisioned regular typhoon warnings for ships in advance at least 24 hours before 

departure from Shanghai (detailed in Chapter 1). 

318

                                                 
317 Letter of Henry Hozier to the British Meteorological Office, March 6, 1882, in HKRS356 1-1(1) 
Correspondence and Papers related to the Establishment and Operation of the Royal Hong Kong 
Observatory, 1882-1912, No.2. Hozier, later Sir Winston Churchill’s father-in-law, was educated at the 
Royal Military Academy at Woolwich. He joined the Royal Artillery (1856) and fought in the Second 
Opium War (1860). After the military service, he became Secretary of Lloyd’s in 1874 and held that 
position till 1906. He was created CB in 1897 and KCB in 1903. See Richard Davenport-Hines, Hozier, Sir 
Henry Montague (1838–1907), in Matthew, H. C. G., and Brian Howard Harrison eds., Oxford Dictionary 
of National Biography (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2004). 
[http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/48638, accessed 11 Feb 2011]  
Lloyd’s agents were like a small army gathering intelligence for the renowned insurance giant. They were 
appointed by the Lloyd’s Committee, carefully chosen for their trustworthiness and efficiency. These agents 
dispatched every items of news, of interest to the shipping community, directly to the Lloyd’s headquarters 
at the British Royal Exchange by the quickest possible route, telegraphic or otherwise. The news included 
arrivals and departures of vessels from various ports, the fact that they had been signaled at sea, and the 
occurrence of wrecks and casualties. See Ralph Derechef, The past and present of Lloyd’s, in English 
Illustrated Magazine, 122 (1893), 143-149. 
318 This act defined the objects of the Society to be: (1) The carrying on of the business of marine insurance 
by members of the Society; (2) the protection of the interests of members of the Society in respect of 
shipping cargoes and freights; and (3) the collection, publication, and diffusion of intelligence and 
information with respect to shipping. Albert Shaw, “Lloyd’s and what it means,” The American Monthly 
Review of Reviews, 30:1 (1904), 746. 

 By the 1870s, the intelligence department of 

Lloyd’s of London had compiled records of tropical storms all over the world (Figure 

4.1). In addition, Lloyd’s intelligence body even acquired information directly from the 
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British Government. For instance, in 1880, Hozier had requested the Hongkong 

Government, via the Colonial Office, for information on wreck and casualties in 

Hongkong.319 In fact, since 1860, Lloyd’s had been the regular recipient of weather 

telegrams provided by the meteorological department of the Board of Trade in the British 

Government.320 

   

   
Figure 4.1: Lloyd’s diagrams of monthly number of tropical storms of five localities in ten years to 1874 

Source & Note: Drawn by Henry Jeula of Lloyd’s, from materials furnished by Clayton Litchfield of 

Lloyd’s. In Frederick Martin, The History of Lloyd’s and of Marine Insurance in Great Britain (London: 

MacMillan and Co., 1876), 401-403. Lloyd’s statistics had marked tropical storms in five localities in 

different regions, namely the West Indies, South Indian Ocean, Mauritius, Bay of Bengal, and China, with 

details on the intensity and the prevailing seasons of the storms in these districts. 

 

Lloyd’s correspondence from Shanghai had raised discussion in the British 

Government. Hozier had declined the request for any subscription for the proposed 

CCMS. The denial was, explained the Secretary, due to the same Parliament Act in 1871, 

                                                 
319 CO129/187, 485-486, WRECK INFORMATION FOR LLOYD’S, April 15, 1880. 
320 Francis Galton, Thomas Henry Farrer, and Frederick John Evans, Report of a Committee appointed to 
consider certain questions relating to the Meteorological Department of the Board of Trade (London: 
George Edward Eyre and William Spottiswoode, 1866), 18. 
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which precluded Lloyd’s from devoting funds to this purpose. 321  Nonetheless, 

considering that it (CCMS) was one which might be of great advantage to the mercantile 

community, Hozier accordingly forwarded the correspondence to the British 

Meteorological Office, “with a view to its being placed before the proper Department of 

Her Majesty’s Government.” 

    
Figure 4.2: Sir Henry M. Hozier and his letter to the British Meteorological Office in 1882 

Source: Left: D. E. W. Gibb, Lloyd's of London: a study of individualism (London: Macmillan, 1957), 150a; 

Right: HKRS356, 1-1(1), No.2. 

Seeing the prominence of Lloyd’s of London in the British society, this letter was 

scarcely a petition from ordinary people. Receiving Lloyd’s letter, Robert Henry Scott, 

the Secretary of the Meteorological Office, herewith addressed to the head of the 

Colonial Office (Secretary of State for the Colonies), on the purpose to urge the 

                                                 
321 See Note 318. 
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Hongkong Colonial Government, which would benefit from the CCMS, to subscribe to 

Shanghai.322

Lloyd’s intelligence and request continued to circulate in the British Government. 

An officer in the Colonial Office, who seemed to have sufficient background information 

in hand, suggested that since such a system of warnings was useful, the scheme should be 

taken up by all the different Governments concerned. As a result, for furthering this 

object, the assistance of the British Foreign Office would probably be necessary.

 Scott had evaluated the feasibility of the scheme, mentioning a similar 

system which had already been organized by the Indian Government. This Indian system, 

Scott continued, was then in operation in the Bay of Bengal, an area also menaced by 

dangerous storms. Scott pointed out that such a system of storm warnings for the China 

coasts should greatly depend upon the action of the Chinese Government. However, since 

the proposal was “important in the interests of British commerce,” the Meteorological 

Council, in which Scott was one of the members, suggested that the Shanghai scheme 

should be favourably considered by Her British Majesty’s Government. As a result, the 

Meteorological Council recommended the Colonial Government of Hongkong to give 

support to the plan in Shanghai. 

323

                                                 
322 Letter of Robert H. Scott to the Colonial Office (The Under Secretary of State for the Colonies), March 
24, 1882, in HKRS356, 1-1(1), No.3; also in CO129/206, STORM WARNINGS FOR CHINA COASTS, 
59-67. Scott (1833–1916) held the position as the head of the Meteorological Office from 1877 to 1900. 
According to his biography written by James Burton, Scott was a key figure of the Royal Society over the 
newly reorganized Office two years after the suicide of its former head, Admiral Robert Fitzroy. James 
Burton, ‘Scott, Robert Henry (1833–1916)’, rev. Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, Oxford 
University Press, 2004 ;online edn., Jan 2008 [http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/37944, accessed 25 
Feb 2011] 
323 Minutes of the Colonial Office, March 25, 1882. CO129/206, STORM WARNINGS FOR CHINA 
COASTS, 59-67. 

 The 

British officer in the metropolitan even acknowledged that only recently had considerable 

loss been saved at Hongkong “owing to the timely warning of a typhoon sent from 

Manila.” He seemed to have good knowledge of the controversy about storm warnings in 
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the British Isles in the last decade and opined that the situation in China was quite 

different since “in practice of the world like the West Indies and the China Coast, which 

are subject to cyclones and typhoons, storm warnings are more reliable than elsewhere, 

and at the same time more valuable owing to the greater severity of such storms.”324

Following the officer’s positive recommendation, the colonial administrator 

suggested a sum to be subscribed to the CCMS by the British Government. John M. Price, 

Surveyor General of the Hongkong Government, was then on home leave from the 

Colony. Price had, according to that officer in the Colonial Office, “taken much interest 

in the question of meteorological observation in Hongkong.” This description of Price 

was too simple to express this colonial administrator’s expertise on typhoons. The 

Surveyor General was responsible for all public works of the Colony. Price had thus 

made several official reports regarding the damages caused by various typhoons since his 

arrival at Hongkong in 1873.

 

325 Furthermore, to emphasize his experience on the subject, 

Price had proposed, in 1877, a brief plan for establishing an observatory in Hongkong.326

 The result of the contact between Price and Scott was Price’s reply to the Colonial 

 

In addition, he was no doubt one of the best to consult on this issue of sponsoring another 

meteorological scheme in Shanghai. Price was accordingly asked by the Colonial Office 

to communicate with Robert H. Scott, in order to arrive at solutions to Lloyd’s request, as 

to ascertain how the government assistance could best be given and how the expenses 

should be defrayed. 

                                                 
324 How these Manila storm warnings in Hongkong were secured by the Hongkong mercantile community 
has been discussed in Chapter 3, in which I argued that there was an inter-port etiquette regarding typhoon 
warnings, which was forged in the first few years after the laying of the Manila-Hongkong submarine 
telegraphic cable. 
325 CO129/165, REPAIRS NECESSITATED BY TYPHOON ON 21ST SEPT., Letter from Price to Cecil C. 
Smith (Acting Colonial Secretary), Oct.13 1873, 194-195; Report of Surveyor General to Colonial 
Secretary (Oct. 9), HKGG, Oct. 17 1874. 
326 Price, “Time Ball in Victoria Harbour,” Oct. 5, 1877, in HKGG, Nov. 17, 1877, 510-512. 
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Office on April 19, 1882.327

The last three aspects were set, in short, to enable a “synoptic” observation and 

typhoon-warning system along the China coasts. Synoptic method in meteorology, 

communicating simultaneous standard observation data over an extensive area, depended 

on the use of telegraph.

 In the beginning of the letter, Price had demonstrated his 

abundant experience on such subject. He claimed that the ongoing Shanghai scheme was 

informatively addressed to him by local “scientific gentlemen” in Shanghai who knew 

that Price had devoted some attention at Hongkong to the same issue in past years. The 

Surveyor General then described the CCMS as mainly composed of four aspects; 

including (1) the instruction in Meteorology of Shipmasters navigating the China seas 

with the object of teaching them how to avoid the track of approaching storms; (2) the 

periodical telegraphic publication along the coast of the weather to be expected at 

Shanghai during the coming twenty-four hours; (3) the organization of a uniform law of 

meteorological observations with the same class of instruments at all ports and 

lighthouses along the China coasts and on board the larger vessels engaged in coastal 

trade, and the periodical transmission of the results to Shanghai; and (4) the periodical 

verification of the instruments in use along the coast by their comparison with the 

standard sets deposited at the Central Observatory. 

328

                                                 
327 Letter from J. M. Price to the Colonial Office, April 29, 1882, in CO129/206, 454-462, PROPOSED 
SYSTEM OF STORM WARNINGS FOR CHINA COAST. 
328 This method was not unfamiliar to contemporary meteorological observations in Europe and the United 
States, where state-engaged “national” networks were operated with sufficient funding to cover the cost of 
telegraphic communication. 

 In China coasts, the telegraphic connection was extended, 

only in 1880, from Hongkong to the Philippines (Manila). This extension was of principal 

importance to the whole system of observation and warning, for the Philippines was 

closest to the birthplace of typhoons. Price’s introduction of the CCMS clearly stated that 
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it was not a scheme confined only to Shanghai. Instead, it had to be an extensive 

enterprise to be workable and thus had business to do with its neighbors. Nevertheless, it 

was curious that the promoter in Shanghai, as Price noted, did not look to Hongkong for 

any special support since the Shanghai Chamber of Commerce never addressed any 

application to the colonial authorities in Hongkong.329

Price had thus acknowledged his doubt on the practical benefit Hongkong could get 

from the CCMS with its base in the northern sister port. Price noted that he was scarcely 

prepared “in respect of the character and frequency of the forecasts to be furnished the 

Colony from Shanghai.” As a consequence, Price suggested that a contribution from the 

Hongkong Government should scarcely exceed Tls 350 or ￡116 per annum. This was 

the amount suggested by Francis Blackwell Forbes, manager of the American Russell & 

Co. and Chairman of the Shanghai General Chamber of Commerce, in Forbes’ 

fund-soliciting letter to the local insurance companies, including Lloyd’s agent in 

Shanghai. Forbes had estimated the aggregate cost of the Shanghai scheme for the first 

year to be Tls. 3,500, including the undertaking in salaries to the scientific officers and 

general staff, telephones, upkeep of instruments, and office expenses.

 

330

The detailed particulars of the CCMS in letters of both Lloyd’s and Price, which 

were circulated in the British Government, had revealed how the British Empire “moved” 

 And the quota 

falling on each private insurance office, in Forbes’ idea and referred to by J. M. Price, 

should be Tls. 350, one-tenth of the whole sum. 

                                                 
329 In fact, the organizer of the Shanghai scheme had planned to solicit officially the cooperation of the 
Manila Observatory and the “prospective” Hongkong Observatory. See Father Marc Dechevrens, 
“Memorandum on a Meteorological Service for the China Coast” (English translation), in NCDN, Jan. 26, 
1882. This memorandum from Dechevrens to the Shanghai General Chamber of Commerce was, as usual 
for such matter, reprinted five days later by one of the Hongkong newspapers. See Hongkong Daily Press 
(hereafter Daily Press), Jan. 31, 1882. 
330 For details of the scheme, especially its estimates, see Dechevrens, op. cit., article IX. It was possible 
for Price to know it through the overland circulation of that issue of papers in London. 
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in the meteorological issue in the early 1880s. Intelligence from the Far East about the 

proceeding meteorological scheme at Shanghai concerned the influential insurance 

“market,” which could mobilize government offices at London. They had taken action 

accordingly as will be discussed in the next section. It was the colonial policy-makers at 

London, rather than others, who initiated the counterpart project in Hongkong. Their 

decision to make an independent observational system within their control sowed seeds 

for the establishment of the Hongkong Observatory and the alleged Doberckian fiascos in 

the early 1890s. 

 

Imperial science and the synoptic meteorology 

Price’s suggestion of an amount to be subscribed to Shanghai never became a reality. 

The British Government’s final decision was to establish a meteorological network with a 

center at Hongkong. Having reservations as to the possible benefit by the CCMS, Price 

had re-addressed to the Colonial Office a scheme for establishing a central observatory in 

Hongkong.331

                                                 
331 There were similar urges from Hongkong seafarers and the scientific gentlemen at London. 

 Price had notified his superior in the Colonial Office that no matter how 

much they decided to sponsor Shanghai, the circumstance remained that Hongkong was 

about “to embark a not dissimilar undertaking of its own.” Moreover, the public fund of 

the Hongkong Government, Price continued, might, in the future, prefer to expend in 

perfecting Hongkong’s own meteorological establishment and its connections and thus 

could not “as free as formerly to assist a Sister Observatory at Shanghai.” This new 

observatory in Hongkong, Price proposed, would divide the over-one-thousand-mile 

coast into two parts. The central observatory at Shanghai was responsible for the North 

China Sea; and the one at Hongkong, for the South. Both observatories, Price continued, 
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“will publish and exchange weather forecasts for the benefit of the Shipping frequenting 

their waters.”332

 In fact, another plan of the Hongkong Observatory was given by Sir John Pope 

Hennessy, the Governor of Hongkong, in 1881. However, the Governor’s plan was 

postponed by the Colonial Office. It was not until Lloyd’s letter regarding the parallel 

Shanghai scheme in the spring of 1882 that substantial decision had been made in the 

summer by the Colonial Office as to establish the Hongkong Observatory, according to 

Price’s new and less costly scheme.

 

333 It was approved by the Colonial Office, under the 

recommendation of the Kew Committee and the Astronomer Royal at Greenwich in July 

1882.334

Price’s sanctioned scheme thus became the birth certificate of the Hongkong 

Observatory, in which the purpose of the Observatory was sketched by Price as two-fold. 

It was for gathering scientific data and for practical local use. The former was aimed at 

the physical observations of monsoons and cyclones of the China seas; while the latter, 

Price continued, was “beyond a question a great local want for the daily issue of correct 

time to the ships, and of trustworthy forecasts of the weather to these, and to the local 

population of the harbour who swarm in thousands.” Furthermore, Price had noted that a 

new meteorological network established by the British Empire had to deal with the 

ongoing counterpart scheme of the CCMS. He suggested that the new director of the 

 

                                                 
332 Letter of J. M. Price to the Colonial Office, April 29, 1882, paragraph 7. 
333 Price, Report (to the Colonial Office regarding the proposed Observatory on May 22, 1882), in 
CO129/206, 503-511; also in HKRS356, 1-1 (1) No.1. The estimate of the prime cost of Price’s new 
scheme was $18,680, much less than the that of Palmer’s scheme ($33,600). In the report, Price had 
attacked on Hennessy’s grant of $10,000 as prime cost for the Observatory in the Estimates of 1881, as “not 
based upon any estimate of cost, but was merely an arbitrary sum named without any calculation at all.” 
334 Letter from the Kew Committee (the then Vice Secretary Warren de la Rue) to the Colonial Office, July 
24 1882, in CO129/206, 150-158; Astronomer Royal’s (Christie) letter to the Colonial Office, July 3, 1882, 
in CO129/206, 125-127. 
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Hongkong Observatory had better further his meteorological studies especially on the 

phenomena of typhoons. If he had enough time, an important work for the director was, 

Price continued, to engage in “the tabulation and investigation of the records of the entire 

chain of observing stations from Hongkong to Japan, maintained by the Imperial 

Maritime Customs of China, and by the Government of Japan.”335

The change, from “one central observatory” at Shanghai to “two terminal 

observatories” with Hongkong added, was the British imperial response to the need of a 

telegraphic meteorology in nineteenth-century China. The perspective observatory in 

Hongkong and its network of observation, as well as that of Shanghai, depended on the 

 

Curiously, Price had, in the description of the existing institutions of observation, 

omitted the ongoing CCMS. In Price’s schemata, the head of the Hongkong Observatory 

was to supervise stations of the Imperial Maritime Customs of China, and of the 

Government of Japan. They were two “government” systems, not “hybrid,” if not totally 

private, as that of Shanghai. In the later days, this distinction became Dr. Doberck’s 

rhetoric of despise on his fellow “private” observers, within and out of the Colony. 

However, Price did mention Zikawei. This well-informed Surveyor General suggested 

that the Hongkong Observatory should act in “concert” with Zikawei, in order to “obtain 

the adoption of meteorological instruments of uniform caliber and make, along the entire 

coast between them.” This coast, Price emphasized, was over a thousand mile in length 

and had numerous observing stations. “Their collaboration if trustworthy would be 

invaluable, but to ensure this their work should be systematized and recorded in the same 

form as that of the two terminal observatories.” This collaboration, as wished by Price, 

was not realistic and never a reality before the 1930s. 

                                                 
335 Price, Report (to the Colonial Office on May 22, 1882), CO129/206, 503-511. 
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new technology of telegraphic cables along the coasts of East Asia. Regarding this, Price 

had confidence that the telegraphic interchange of weather intelligence between the 

principal ports along the China coast would be effected without cost. He noticed that 

before he left Hongkong, he had already learned that the local directors of the European 

telegraph companies had positive replies. They were glad to offer a free service if the 

local directors referred to their Head Offices in Europe for decision.336

 British scientific authorities were consulted by Price, under the request of the 

Colonial Office. They were Astronomer Royal at Greenwich (William H. M. Christie) 

and the Kew Committee of Royal Society, of which the Secretary of the Meteorological 

Office, Robert H. Scott, was a fellow. These institutions were made authoritative in 

“governmental” meteorology decades before, especially after the controversies about 

Admiral Fitzroy and his public weather service in England. The re-organized British 

Meteorological Office was responsible for the standardization and distribution of 

“first-class” instruments for meteorological observations throughout the British Isles.

 The European 

telegraphic companies mentioned were the Danish Great Northern Telegraph Company 

and the British Eastern Extension Telegraph Company. These two companies had laid 

submarine cables along the coasts of East Asia respectively from the North and from the 

South. The Hongkong-Manila line, being vital for typhoon warning, was laid by Eastern 

Extension in 1880. This connection would later become one of Doberck’s advantages for 

securing the central status of the Hongkong Observatory and maintaining the 

independence of the British network. In addition, the new cable of “Eastern Extension” 

had linked Hongkong with Foochow and other places later. 

337

                                                 
336 Price, ibid. 

 

337 For a most recent and integrated account of the history of the Astronomer Royal at the Greenwich 
Observatory, Kew Committee of the Royal Society for Meteorology, and the Meteorological Office, see 
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Another job undertaken by the British scientific authorities was the hunt for the 

director of the Hongkong Observatory. The Astronomer Royal was the one who decided 

on the candidates, after Price’s reduced scheme was sanctioned by the scientific 

authorities at Home in July, 1882. At first, Christie addressed that he had then no proper 

candidate at hand and recommended the Colonial Office to advertise such post in the 

prestigious journal Nature. 338 The suggestion from the Astronomer Royal was not 

followed by the Colonial Office at once. Price accordingly advised the Colonial Office to 

turn the same request to other Astronomers Royal for Scotland or Ireland. Price urged that 

it would not be desirable to defer too long the process of selecting a superintendant. For 

there should be enough time----at least six months in total before going to 

Hongkong----for the candidate director to be trained at the Greenwich and Kew 

observatories, respectively, as suggested in the approved scheme. By attaching to these 

two “national observatories,” Price held, the director would thus “acquire the necessary 

experience in the manipulation of the instruments to be placed under his charge.”339

The instruments requested by Price for the Hongkong Observatory, same as its 

director, were also stamped with the imperial mark. Price divided them into two branches: 

astronomical and meteorological; and sought advice respectively from Greenwich and 

Kew. The list of astronomical instruments came from the Astronomer Royal; and the one 

for meteorology came from the Kew Committee. In Price’s scheme, he followed the 

 

                                                                                                                                                  
Anderson, op cit. 
338 Astronomer Royal (Christie) to the Colonial Office, July 3, 1882, in CO129/206, 125-130. For reason 
unknown, it was almost two months later when the Colonial Office addressed to the Crown 
Agents—British official bodies for all purchases of goods for government use in colonies----asking them to 
carry the advertisement in the Nature as suggested by Christie. The content of the ad was: “Hongkong 
Observatory: Candidates for the post of Director of the Astronomical, Magnetical and Meteorological 
Observatory about to be established at Hongkong are requested to apply by letter to the Astronomer Royal, 
Royal Observatory, Greenwich, The Salary is $2400 per annum with a free residence.” See Colonial Office 
to Crown Agents, August 29, 1882, in CO129/206, 543-551. 
339 Price to the Colonial Office, August 16, 1882, in CO 129/206, 543-551; Price to the Colonial Office, 
August 30 1882, in CO129/206, 552-554. 
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replied suggestions and asked for the barometer and thermometer to be verified at the 

Kew Observatory. However, the anemometer, Price insisted, had to be specially designed 

to be stronger than anyone used in European observatories, because the European 

anemometer would scarcely survive through a typhoon in Hongkong. As regards the 

astronomical instruments, the chronometers were verified by the Greenwich 

Observatory.340 The Meteorological Office, Price suggested, could be referred to, in the 

execution of purchase, as the Office was “in the habit of providing equipment of the kind 

to scientific Observatories in different parts of the world.”341

 While the instruments were listed, purchased and verified by the British colonial 

offices and scientific authorities, one candidate for the director of the new observatory 

was recommended by the Astronomer Royal (Christie) in October 1882; and was 

endorsed by the President of the Royal Society (William Spottiswoode) by the end of 

1882.

 

342 It was time for the pivotal figure of this chapter to appear on stage. Dr. William 

Doberck was apparently recommended for his reputation in astronomy, not 

meteorology.343 Several researches of Dr. Doberck had just been published in Nature in 

the last few months.344

                                                 
340 CO129/206, 206-215. 
341 Price to the Colonial Office, August 18, 1882, in HKRS356 1-1 (1), No. 5. 
342 Spottiswoode to the Colonial Office (Robert G. W. Herbert), Dec.8, 1882, in CO 129/206, 209, in which 
Spottiswoode praised Doberck as “a very scientific man.” 
343 For a detailed background of Doberck, see MacKeown, “William Doberck: a stormy career founding 
the Hong Kong Observatory,” Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society Hong Kong Branch, 44(2004): 5-39; T. 
E. R. Phillips, “Dr. William Doberck (obituary),” in Nature 147:3727 (April 5, 1941), 409. 
344 Doberck, “Double Stars,” Nature 26:659 (June 15, 1882), 153-155; “Double Stars II,” Nature 26:660 
(June 22, 1882), 177-179; “Sun-spots and Markree Rainfall,” Nature 26:668 (August 17, 1882), 366-367; 
“Markree Magnetic Dip,” Nature 26:670 (August 31, 1882), 418-419. 

 Such scientific attainment might have impressed Christie, who 

recommended Doberck, instead of two other candidates who applied for the post, to the 

Colonial Office, as “from what I (Christie) know of his scientific attainments I should not 
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hesitate…..in recommending him for the appointment.”345

 The recommendation and endorsement from the scientific authorities at Home did 

not guarantee for certain the competence of the newly appointed director. This 

“Superintendant” of the Hongkong Observatory, in Price’s opinion, had to be trained both 

at Kew and Greenwich before he departed for Hongkong. The Colonial Office addressed 

to Doberck, acknowledged the appointment, and asked him to attend the required course 

of training, which would commence on the same date as Doberck’s salary of the new 

post.

 

346 Doberck accordingly stayed at Greenwich and Kew but apparently for less than 

six months, as suggested by Price, since Doberck started in March and left for Hongkong 

in June 1883.347

Doberck’s previous experience as the director of the Markree Observatory in Ireland 

might exempt him from such a long course of training. According to MacKeown, 

Markree was then a “gentleman’s observatory,” though private and remote, but not 

unfamiliar to general astronomers in Britain for its once largest (13.3 inch) refracting 

telescope. The number of Doberck’s publications before he left Markree amounted to 98, 

though many of them, MacKeown indicated, were on double star, a topic Doberck had 

much devoted to throughout his career. Meteorological work was also a component of 

Markree. In accordance with the regulation of the Meteorological Office, observations 

were taken twice daily.

 

348

                                                 
345 Christie to the Colonial Office, Oct. 12, 1882, in CO129/206, 211. 
346 Colonial Office (Robert G. W. Herbert) to Doberck, January 29, 1883, in HKRS356 1-1 (1), No. 10. 
Doberck’s directorship effected from March 2, 1882 was also noted in the Hongkong Government Gazette 
(HKGG) No.53, Nov. 10, 1883. 
347 Doberck’s appointment as the Director, and attendance at the Kew Observatory, as well as his departure 
for HK in early June with his assistant, were announced in Nature 27:702 (April 12, 1883), 565. 
348 MacKeown, op. cit. (2004), 6-8. 

 Nevertheless, Doberck, as MacKeown pointed out, did not pay 

much energy to meteorological routines at Markree. By the time he left, only one of 
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Doberck’s publications was about meteorology. 349 Thus, MacKeown suggested that 

weather forecasting, another major task for the Observatory in addition to dropping the 

time ball, was not a subject familiar to Doberck. 

   

Figure 4.3: Dr. William Doberck and his pamphlet published by the Chinese Imperial Maritime Customs 

Source: Left: Anthony Dyson, From Timeball to Atomic Clock: A History of the Royal Observatory (Hong 

Kong: The Government Printer, 1983), p. 40; Title Page: The Publications of Chinese Maritime Customs, 

microfilm, reel 94 

 

 Apparently, Doberck knew the importance of his duty on meteorology and the 

necessity to improve his competence in meteorology, especially in its practical utility in 

storm-forecasting. During his training course at Kew, Doberck received a letter from 

Robert H. Scott, in which the very origin of the Hongkong Observatory was revealed by 

the enclosures. They included correspondence between the Colonial Office, Lloyd’s, and 

the Meteorological Office (of which Scott was the head), concerning storm signals and 

warnings on the China coast. Scott had suggested Doberck to resort directly to the 

Secretary of Lloyd’s, for “Capt. Hozier will perhaps let you see them (the enclosure 

                                                 
349 That was Doberck’s “Sun-spots and Markree Rainfall,” Nature 26:668 (August 17, 1882), 366-367. 



 197 

correspondences).”350

 With the imperial decision to establish a meteorological network of its own in the 

Far East, with another “terminal observatory” based in Hongkong, Dr. William Doberck 

arrived at the Crown Colony by the end of July, 1883. He was accompanied by his first 

assistant Frederick George Figg and the verified instruments.

 Scott’s letter thus told the significance of Lloyd’s of London. The 

“private” corporation had, for their apparent interest in marine insurance, put the global 

record of tropical storms in close inspection. It was responsible for initiating chain of 

persons and flow of intelligence within the British Empire for a “business” in the far end 

of the imperial tentacle. In their concern, the CCMS seemed to be out of the British 

Imperial control. It went beyond the idea to fill up the geographical gap globally for 

scientific observations, as proposed by the London-based metropolitan scientific 

authorities. The mercantile and commercial interests, in light of risk registering and 

mitigation, thus maneuvered within and influenced upon the British Imperial apparatus. 

 

“All superfluous observers should be suppressed”: making modus operandi 

351

Dr. Doberck, who is to take charge of the Observatory when it is built, arrived at 

Hongkong together with his assistants, on the 28th July in the steamer Bengloe. Dr. 

Doberck has brought with him all the instruments which he will require for his 

observations. The foundations of the Observatory buildings have all been laid 

 Their arrival was not 

uncommonly reported by a Shanghai press. The North-China Daily News---a major 

English daily paper in Shanghai----reprinted meticulously from its Hongkong 

contemporary: 

                                                 
350 Scott to Doberck, May 15, 1883, in HKRS356 1-1 (1), No.52. 
351 Doberck and Figg arrived at Hongkong on July 28, 1883. See “Passenger-Arrived,” in Hongkong 
Telegraph. 
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down, and the work of erecting the walls is proceeding rapidly; and ere many 

months have passed, the community will be able to congratulate itself on the fact 

that this long-projected and much-talked-of scheme is at least a reality.352

The first task Doberck embarked on was to draw up a report regarding “minor” 

stations, then in existence at Hongkong and its neighborhood within the reach of the 

Colonial Government. The journal Nature, in the earliest time, cited the China Mail 

----one of the major newspapers in Hongkong----addressing Doberck’s arrival and his 

undertakings in the beginning months.

 

Nevertheless, people at both Hongkong and Shanghai could scarcely anticipate that their 

advent at Hongkong would open up direct confrontation between the British Empire and 

the ongoing CCMS. While the Observatory buildings on Mount Elgin at Kowloon were 

still under construction, the major task Doberck undertook then was to “standardize” all 

the existing meteorological observers both within and without Hongkong. 

353

Doberck’s claim of the “central station at Kowloon” accompanied his suppressing 

other existing observations in Hongkong. Meteorological observations had been made in 

Hongkong since the early days of the Colony in the 1840s. By the time Doberck arrived 

 According to the reprint, Doberck announced 

that he would examine past records of those government stations, and, “if these are found 

fairly accurate,” would endeavour to furnish certain data as to the climatic conditions 

prevalent throughout the colony during the different months of the year. When this was 

done, the trans-continent report continued, it would probably be found feasible to make 

these stations cooperate with the central station at Kowloon, especially in observations 

connected with typhoons. 

                                                 
352 NCDN, August 3, 1883, reprinted from China Mail. 
353 Nature 28:726 (Sept.27, 1883), 532. 
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at Hongkong, meteorological observers, governmental offices as well as private shops 

and individuals, had been regularly registering with their instruments and gazetting 

meteorological tables. Two officials and their respective departments in the Colonial 

Government were responsible for compiling the meteorological records. They were Dr. 

Philip Bernard C. Ayres, Colonial Surgeon of the Government Hospital and Captain 

Henry George Thomsett, Harbour Master of the Harbour Office.354 The Governor asked 

Ayers and Thomsett to carefully follow Doberck’s directions with the view of 

establishing uniformity among governmental observations.355 However, Doberck was 

quite offensive to these existing official observers and registers. He claimed that some of 

these stations (especially that of the Government Hospital and Harbour Office) were 

“useless” or “of very little value.”356

As regards the reading of the various instruments with the accuracy you (Doberck) 

naturally require, I (Thomsett) think new instruments will have to be provided, 

and the Officers in charge of Light Houses, and the Victoria Peak Signalman 

should each be taught how to read them. The observers should be in direct 

communication with the Observatory, making such reports to you as you desire; 

 

 The tension, arisen from the insertion of a new meteorological office and the 

unifying of observations, would never be better demonstrated by Thomsett’s reply to 

Doberck. It revealed the offensive “directions” from Doberck about the practice of 

observation to these existing meteorological observers in Hongkong, which went: 

                                                 
354 The stations of Ayres and Thomsett were those “minor stations” inspected by Doberck, including 
meteorological registers at the Government Hospital, Harbour Office, Victoria Peak, Stonecutters Island, 
and Cape D’Aguilar. Observations made at the first station and the last four were reported by Ayres and 
Thomsett, respectively to the Governor and regularly gazetted in HKGG. 
355 Colonial Secretary (of the Colonial Government of Hongkong) to Thomsett and Ayres, July 31, 1883. 
356 Harbour Master (Captain Thomsett) to Doberck, August 17, 1883, in HKRS356 1-1 (1), No. 77; Ayres, 
Annual Report of the Colonial Surgeon for the year 1883, in Sessional Papers of the Hongkong 
Government, 1884. 
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and to encourage them to take an interest in their new work. I think they should 

each have a slight special increase of pay as observers….. 

I am very much obliged to you for your offer to supply me daily with 

weather intelligence. It will be most useful to me in warning Captains of ships. As 

the meteorological work hitherto performed by this Department will be 

transferred to your Department, I shall probably have the opportunity of seeing 

your periodical reports in the Gazette, and I think, although thanking you very 

much, that I need not trouble you to supply me with monthly meteorological 

summaries. 

The authority of the newly arrived “Government Astronomer”357

The next step for the Government Astronomer was a meteorological mission to 

observers outside Hongkong, in order to coordinate a synoptic meteorological network. It 

was reported originally as a task assigned by the Hongkong Governor, as Nature 

continued to announce by reprint from the Hongkong press, “Dr. Doberck will proceed to 

Manila, Shanghai, and other places on the coast of China, to inspect the observatories 

 in meteorological 

observation and “trustworthy” calibration was thus exercised in the colonial 

administration of Hongkong; and the imperial modus operandi was also guaranteed in 

Britain’s formal colony in the Far East. 

 

Enlisting the British informal empire 

                                                 
357 MacKeown, op. cit., had argued that this title was given by Doberck himself to secure the support for 
his pursuit of astronomy, instead of meteorology, in the Observatory. In fact, this title first appeared in 
Price’s letters to the Colonial Office of August 16 and August 30, 1882 (respectively in CO129/206, 
552-554, ASSISTANT FOR PROPOSED OBSERVATORY and HKRS356 1-1 (1), No. 6.), when Doberck 
had not been appointed yet. Furthermore, this title was used regularly in official letters from the Colonial 
Secretary to Doberck until 1887. Hereafter, the title of Doberck became the Director of the Hongkong 
Observatory. 
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there, and put himself into communication with the directors of those institutions, with 

the view of having their reports sent regularly to the Hongkong Observatory to receive 

careful discussion here with the object of eventually furnishing trustworthy weather 

forecasts.” This “diplomatic” mission was significant in terms of the diversity of 

sovereignties that covered the typhoon region. However, it turned out to be a “domestic” 

itinerary of Doberck, visiting sites of the British informal empire in China, rather than 

negotiating collaboration with meteorological authorities of other nationalities. 

 The Governor’s assignment was originated from an advice of, not surprisingly, 

Surveyor General J. M. Price. As mentioned above, Price played a crucial role in pushing 

the establishment of the Hongkong Observatory during his home leave at London, and 

also took charge of the construction of the Observatory buildings hereafter. Price came 

back to Hongkong and resumed his duty after the end of Hennessy’s governorship.358

to proceed to the Zi-Ka-Wei Observatory at Shanghai, for the purpose of 

arranging with Mr. Dechevrens, its eminent Director, a common basis of 

 

The resumed Surveyor General had addressed a letter to the new Governor, Sir George 

Ferguson Bowen, suggesting that the operation of the new observatory would depend 

mainly on its successful relations with “other centres of meteorological observations 

along the coasts of China and the Philippine Islands.” It was thus desirable for Dr. 

Doberck to establish such relations. Price in consequence asked Doberck, who was then 

still on board bound for Hongkong, 

                                                 
358 There was a series of disputes between Hennessy and almost all westerners in Hongkong who were 
dissatisfied with the Governor’s pro-Chinese policies. One dispute between Hennessy and two of his 
subordinate officers in the Government, Surveyor General Price and Colonial Surgeon Dr. Philip Bernard 
Ayres, concerned the sanitary issue. Hennessy’s governorship ended in March 1882. Price came back to 
Hongkong on Oct. 26 1882, after a long 18-month leave. For the official announcement of Price’s departure 
and its two extensions of the leave directly granted not by Hennessey, but by the Colonial Office, see 
HKGG of March 26, 1881; Sep.10, 1881; April 15, 1882; and Sep. 23, 1882. 
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observation and correspondence, and that similar negotiations of 

observations----be enticed into by Dr. Doberck with the Heads of the Imperial 

Maritime Customs at Swatow, Amoy and Foochow, and last, not least, that upon 

his return from Shanghai, Dr. Doberck repair to Manila for the purpose of 

establishing relations with the Astronomical and Meteorological Observatory 

there.359

Price’s detailed instructions to Doberck had marked the existing three 

meteorological bodies along the China coasts with which the British imperial counterpart 

had to deal. A unified, or at least coordinated, system of meteorological observations was 

necessary for keeping a constant watch on typhoons. Father Dechevrens, a French Jesuit, 

was not only the head of the Zikawei Observatory, but also one of the initiators for the 

CCMS. The Imperial Maritime Customs at various ports had started their meteorological 

observations under the instruction of their supervisor in Beijing, Inspector Sir Robert 

Hart, almost ten years ago since 1873. The third meteorological institution mentioned by 

Price was another Jesuit Observatory in Manila, headed by Father Federico Faura,

 

360 

from which typhoon warning telegrams were dispatched to Hongkong for the past three 

years between 1880 and 1882.361

 To emphasize the importance of this meteorological mission, Price noted in his letter 

that for the issue of daily weather intelligence to be trustworthy, the Director of the 

Hongkong Observatory had to be informed of simultaneous observations, in addition to 

his own local observations at Kowloon, made by these existing observers over as wide a 

 

                                                 
359 Price to the Colonial Secretary of the Colonial Government of Hongkong (William H. Marsh), July 24, 
1883, in CO129/210, 483-487. 
360 For a history of the two Jesuit Observatories at Shanghai and Manila, see Augustín Udías, Searching the 
Heavens and the Earth: the history of Jesuit observatories. (Dordrecht: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 
2003). 
361 See Chapter 3. 
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region of the China Sea as might be accessible to him by telegraph. It might be Doberck’s 

only opportunity to carry out such negotiations, for later on when the Hongkong 

Observatory was completed and began its daily routines, the director would scarcely have 

enough length of time to undertake such important mission. Price’s suggestion was 

accepted by the Governor and became an official instruction almost unaltered to the new 

Director on his first day at Hongkong.362

 Before embarking on the journey, Doberck asked the Governor and the Surveyor 

General to refer him to Sir Robert Hart (of the Chinese Imperial Maritime Customs) and 

Father Dechevrens (of the Zikawei Observatory). The official requests to the former and 

British consuls at several ports were dispatched from the Governor on August 23, 

1883.

 

363  However, the latter, that of referring Doberck to Dechevrens, was quite 

unofficial. Price, in reply to Doberck’s request, said that he would be happy to furnish 

Doberck a letter to Dechevrens. Nevertheless, Price’s acquaintance with Dechevrens 

arose from their having mutual friends rather than from any direct relations. Price 

admitted that he only met Dechevrens once in his life and that was many years ago. 

Instead of a direct communication, Price suggested that he could procure 

recommendation letters for Doberck from the Head of the French Missions at Hongkong, 

which would be of greater weight than that coming from Price himself.364

                                                 
362 Colonial Secretary to Doberck, July 30, 1883, in HKRS356 1-1 (1), No.70. 
363 Letters from Governor Bowen to Hart, British Consuls of Ningpo and Foochow were in HKRS356 1-1 
(1), No.81, No.79, and No.80, respectively. 
364 Price to Doberck, August 7, 1883, in HKRS356 1-1 (1), No. 73. 

 The 

imprudent and unofficial character of the recommendation between Doberck and Zikawei 

might not be insignificant. To the Governor, the Chinese Imperial Maritime Customs was 

a much more familiar organization. Robert Hart himself came to China originally as an 

interpreter of the British consulate. In contrast, the Jesuit Observatory in Zikawei was a 
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private institute, which might be less renowned in the early 1880s. It thus seemed 

reasonable to have such a distinction. However, the two meteorological institutions in 

China were not equally important to the British meteorological network. The Customs 

had numerous observation sites along the coast; some of which being lighthouses in the 

outer seas. On the contrary, Zikawei was a potentially competitor as the “central 

observatory” in the CCMS, which triggered the British imperial move on the same 

subject. Such difference explains why the major places Doberck visited hereafter were 

the Customs stations, and a coalition between Doberck and the Customs was formed in 

his meteorological mission. 

 It was also before Doberck’s official itinerary, that the Governor asked Doberck to 

furnish him a sketch of further instructions for the mission in order to give Doberck an 

official letter with detailed explanation on the mission. 365  The result was another 

Governor’s letter (dated August 23, 1883) to Doberck for his ongoing mission.366

Nevertheless, Doberck’s anticipation to meet with Dechevrens seemed to be 

one-sided. Evidence at hand did not mention whether Doberck, as proposed by himself 

and Price, did meet Dechevrens at Shanghai or not. Other records had revealed a negative 

outcome of the possible meeting or communication between the two directors. 

 The 

further “instruction” asked Doberck, again, to proceed first to Shanghai and place himself 

in communication with Father Dechevrens. “With whom it is possible that you will 

hereafter frequently correspond, for the purpose of making arrangements with him as to 

reports from Meteorological stations. It will also be advisable for you to take one or two 

barometers with you for purpose of comparison.” 

                                                 
365 The Colonial Secretary to Doberck, August 16, 1883, in HKRS356 1-1 (1), No.76. 
366 The Colonial Secretary to Doberck, August 23, 1883, in HKRS356 1-1 (1), No.78. 
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Documents showed that Doberck stayed at Shanghai in September.367 However, there 

was a report of Dechevrens carried in the NCDN of October 1, 1883, titled 

“Meteorological Service for the China Coast: Annual Report of the Director.” In this 

report, Dechevrens claimed that he had ordered seventy sets of meteorological 

instruments on his trip back to Europe; and the adoption of the metric system of 

measurement in the service “rendered it advisable to go to Paris rather than London.” 

Thus, in contrast to Doberck’s Kew-patterned ones, instruments purchased for the 

Shanghai scheme were those “adopted for the French Marine by the Central 

Meteorological Bureau at Paris.” Furthermore, Dechevrens never mentioned Doberck or 

the Hongkong Observatory, but instead reiterated the “central” status of Zikawei 

throughout the report.368

The next detailed instruction in the Governor’s letter was asking Doberck to 

“proceed to other Treaty Ports and Manila, and call on the Consular and Customs 

authorities stationed there.” This directive revealed the idea of the Governor and Doberck 

regarding how to mobilize the British formal and informal institutions in China to fulfill 

the mission. British consuls were then the most influential one, among those of other 

nationalities, in China’s open ports; the Customs was, though not all staffed by Britons, 

the “Britain’s Imperial Cornerstone in China.”

 

369

                                                 
367 HKGG, November 24, 1883. Doberck furnished a table of his magnetic observations at various places 
on the trip with specific dates given. He was in Swatow on Oct.10, went on to Amoy and Formosa from 
Oct.14 to Oct.29, and then returned to Swatow on Nov. 3. He was finally back in Hongkong on Nov.5. It 
was thus obvious that he was at Shanghai in September or specifically, before Oct.5, adding at least four 
days for a trip by steamship from Shanghai to Swatow. 
368 Dechevrens, Annual Report of the Director of the Meteorological Service for the China Coast, Sept. 15, 
1883, in NCDN, Oct. 1, 1883. 
369 Donna Brunero, Britain's Imperial Cornerstone in China: the Chinese Maritime Customs Service, 
1854-1949 (London: Routledge, 2006). 

 The instruction here for dealing with 

these British associate institutions thus seemed more commanding than the first one: 



 206 

“You will endeavour to induce them to have meteorological observations made at least 

once a day, and to send them by telegram to the Hong Kong Observatory, beginning from 

the 1st December next. You will also recommend the Customs authorities to fix tide 

gauges.” 

 

Figure 4.4: Dr. Doberck’s meteorological mission, September to November 5, 1883 

Source & Note: Report from the Government Astronomer, Nov. 8, 1883, in HKGG, Nov.17, 1883. 

Lighthouses: 1 Middle Dog; 2 Turnabout; 3 Ockseu; and 4 Fisher Island (Pescadores) 

 

The induced cooperation within the British imperial reach was manifested in 

Doberck’s report of the mission, in which the Government Astronomer mentioned the 

places he visited.370

                                                 
370 Doberck, Report from the Government Astronomer, Nov. 8, 1883, in HKGG, Nov.17, 1883. 

 They were not in accord with those specified by the Governor. 

Doberck went to treaty ports of Swatow, Amoy, and Shanghai along the south China 

coast, except Foochow, which was designated by the Governor. He also visited three 

other treaty ports, Chinkiang, Kiukiang and Hankow, along the Yangtze in the interior, 
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which were not mentioned in the Governor’s instructions and seemed less relevant to the 

proposed coastal weather service. Moreover, Doberck did not visit Manila at all, which 

would later prove a mistake.371

Doberck also demonstrated his competence in science by availing himself of this 

opportunity to survey the China coast, especially in its meteorological and magnetic 

aspects. He inspected and occasionally verified meteorological instruments of the 

Customs, selected the best places for future stations, and instructed perspective 

meteorological observers. In addition, the Government Astronomer occasionally made 

meteorological observations on board vessels or made magnetic observations on shore 

with instruments he took with him. The “bi-product” of this geo-prospect of the China 

coast was a short article of Doberck published in Nature, titled “Magnetic Dip in South 

China and Formosa,” in which the sites of his observation with instruments were nuanced. 

They were performed at the British Consulate and the English Presbyterian Mission 

Compound in Swatow; the garden attached to the residence of the Commissioner of 

Customs at Amoy; Customs House at Takow; and a spot near the magnificent fortified 

lighthouse at South Cape. Since the magnetic hut attached to the Observatory was not yet 

erected, the observation in Hongkong was made at the Public Gardens.

 On his trip to Amoy, Doberck was invited by the 

Commissioner of Customs there to go on board the Imperial Maritime Customs Revenue 

Cruiser Leng-Fêng. By which Doberck visited several lighthouses along the coast near 

Amoy, namely Middle Dog, Turnabout, Ockseu, Fisher Island (Pescadores) and South 

Cape (Formosa). (Figure 4.4) Doberck emphasized in his report that he spent six days at 

South Cape, for “it being a most important position” for typhoon warning. 

372

                                                 
371 This will be addressed mainly in the next chapter. 
372 Nature 29:740 (January 3, 1884), 214; a similar article with the same table was gazetted in HKGG, 
November 24, 1883. 

 Nearly all 
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these places could be claimed to belong to Britain. 

Doberck had, with his report of the trip, ignored the Shanghai scheme (the CCMS), 

which was claimed to have started one year earlier. He asserted with confidence that “at 

present no meteorological service appears to exist in China.” It seemed nothing regarding 

this was done by any other observers before his arrival. He observed and claimed that 

some instruments were read in the treaty ports and lighthouses, but no particular system 

was followed. The instruments were generally useless, Doberck continued, for they were 

not of approved construction or properly placed. Neither were corrections determined and 

applied, nor were the observers properly instructed.373

 Instruments employed by the Customs were all British made and Kew-patented. The 

Inspector General, Sir Robert Hart, had sketched a plan in 1874, addressing to authorities 

of different nationalities, regarding international cooperation on meteorological 

observation in East Asia.

 

374 Hart also purchased, under the advice of Robert H. Scott, 

Director of the Meteorological Office and a member of the Kew Committee of the Royal 

Society for meteorology, twenty sets of meteorological instruments from London, to be 

used by Customs stations at treaty ports and lighthouses along the China coast.375

It was not only the same calibration in instrument which made it convenient for the 

cooperation between Doberck and the Customs. Moreover, the attitude of the head of the 

Customs, Robert Hart, was also encouraging. In reply to Governor Bowen’s request for 

assisting Doberck’s mission, Hart promised help from the Customs. His instruction came 

 It 

would not be surprising that these instruments were of Kew standard. 

                                                 
373 Doberck, Report from the Government Astronomer, November 8, 1883, paragraph 4. 
374 Hart, Documents relating to 1° The establishment of meteorological stations in China and 2° Proposals 
for cooperation in the publication of meteorological observations and exchange of weather news by 
telegraph along the Pacific coast of Asia, 1874. In Robert Bickers and Catherine Ladds eds., Chinese 
Maritime Customs Project, Occasional Papers No.3. 
375 See Chapter 1. 
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after Doberck’s departure, asking Commissioners of Customs at various ports of China to 

render their assistance to Doberck. 376

 It was very likely that the tension between Zikawei and the Customs arisen year 

before the inauguration of the CCMS made Hart more willing to cooperate with Doberck. 

However, I want to elaborate here that it was the British imperial concerns which made 

possible the meteorological coalition between the Hongkong Observatory and the 

Chinese Imperial Maritime Customs. In Doberck’s report of his meteorological mission, 

he acknowledged Hart’s earlier work on meteorology, addressing that Hart’s 

meteorological instruments were purchased in London and “of the construction approved 

in England,” in contrast to Dechevrens’ seventy French sets bought from Paris. Moreover, 

the Customs’ instruments, Doberck claimed, after his adjustment and verification, were 

 In the same instruction, Hart further asked 

Commissioners to 

confer with Dr. Doberck and ascertain what his wishes are. Seeing that the 

Customs’ intension to organize a Coast Meteorological Service has been 

interfered with various matters, it will be necessary for you to report to me and 

await further orders before undertaking or promising any cooperation beyond 

what has been authorized in the case of the Sicawei Observatory. 

“The case of the Zikawei Observatory” was one of the nuisances to Hart’s meteorological 

enterprise. It referred to a reluctant cooperation between Zikawei and the Customs forged 

by the unfavorable public opinion manipulated by the Shanghai General Chamber of 

Commerce one year before. Customs’ meteorological data, both monthly and daily 

transmitted by telegraph, was to constitute the major, if not principal, part of the CCMS. 

                                                 
376 Though the promise came after his departure, it did not affect Doberck’s mission, since his first stop 
was Shanghai, and the first task was to visit Dechevrens there. Robert Hart, Circular No.235 of (Sept. 7) 
1883, in Inspector General’s Circulars: Second Series. 
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sufficient to equip the necessary number of stations.377 All the requisitions for an 

independent network with British-patented instruments seemed thus complete and, 

Doberck continued to claim that it was accordingly intended by Hart that “all 

superfluous meteorological registers should be suppressed.”378

 Synoptic method in meteorology asked for uniformity, which was achieved not only 

by instruments of the same calibration and reliability, but also counted on a regular 

practice of taking simultaneous observations over an extensive area. This practice needed 

“discipline” among observers within a hierarchy or their being highly motivated in order 

to fulfill the heavy routine duty. Doberck indicated in his report that Hart knew well that 

the uniformity was “an essential condition” for the success of the proposed 

meteorological service. The Government Astronomer accordingly drew up “Instructions 

for Making Meteorological Observations Prepared for the Use in China,” introducing 

major meteorological instruments and the way to use them. Doberck hoped that the 

 

 Both the Zikawei and the Manila Observatory, in Doberck’s view, were among 

those “superfluous registers” to be suppressed by the British coalition. Zikawei’s 

observation data were unnecessary, for its data, not to mention their metric readings, were 

redundant in terms of Zikawei’s being geographically adjacent to the Customs station of 

Shanghai. It was also claimed by Doberck later in the autumn of 1885 that data from 

Manila were also unnecessary, as substitute data simultaneously taken at the telegraph 

station at Bolinao, where the Hongkong-Manila submarine cable landed, would be 

furnished to Hongkong regularly. 

                                                 
377 Doberck found out (in para.6 of the report) that most of the Customs’ meteorological instruments, 
though purchased in 1874, remained unpacked and were stored in Shanghai and Amoy. He inspected those 
in Shanghai, and at the request of the Commissioner of Customs of Amoy, Doberck unpacked, adjusted and 
verified sixteen complete sets of instruments, which were about to be distributed among the Customs 
stations as Doberck proposed. 
378 Doberck, Report from the Government Astronomer, Nov. 8, 1883, in HKGG, November 17, 1883. 
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“Instructions” announced in the Hongkong Government Gazette would be circulated 

among various stations and lighthouses of the Customs and became a manual in their 

observation work. 

Doberck’s second measure to guarantee the modus operandi was to simplify as 

much as possible the work of Customs’ observers. He sketched and furnished two 

different forms to the treaty-port stations and lighthouses (appendices A and B, 

respectively). Doberck requested observations to be made three times a day at 10 a.m., 4 

p.m., and 10 p.m. of the local mean time at Customs stations; and every three or four 

hours at lighthouses depending on the number of the staff stationed in the respective 

place. Nuanced observation items were thus secured with the ready-made blank tables to 

be filled. Harbour Masters of various ports were to make observations at the Customs 

stations. The Harbour Masters of Shanghai and Amoy, together with that of Hongkong, 

Doberck noted, had already been in a telegraphic chain for exchanging meteorological 

data since 1873. Other out-door officials of the Customs, especially the lighthouse 

keepers, were, Doberck asserted, “men of considerable intelligence.”379 It was with their 

eyes and hands that trustworthy data would thus flow to the new Observatory in 

Hongkong. These European observers, though not all of them Britons, were more or less 

affiliated to formal or semi-formal institutions of the British Empire in the Far East.380

With the help of the Commissioner of Customs at Amoy (John McLeavy Brown) 

and the Coast Inspector at Shanghai (A. M. Bisbee), Doberck had selected thirty-three 

stations from the Customs as most suitable for meteorological observations in terms of 

their scattered locations. (Figure 4.5) These proposed stations were spatially more 

 

                                                 
379 Doberck, ibid, paragraph 10. 
380 Hart himself once admired the trustworthiness of lighthouse keepers of various European nationalities 
to be meteorological registers, for they were “fairly intelligent Europeans, steady men who can read and 
write,” in letter from Hart to Campbell, March 14 1873, in Fairbank eds., The I.G. in Peking, 99-100. 
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extensive than Doberck’s reach in his mission, extending south to Tonquin Gulf and 

Hainan, north to Shandon and Tientsin, east to Ichang in the interior, and with 

lighthouses near the mouth of the Yangtze River. The entire area covered almost all 

foreign settlements in China along the coast and the bank of Yangtze. From these stations, 

monthly meteorological registers would be forwarded to Doberck at Hongkong. 

Furthermore, to standardize the means of observation among the Customs’ stations, 

Doberck had published, under the sponsorship of the Customs, his Instructions for 

Observations, accompanied with the Law of Storms in the Eastern Seas in 1887.381

With such extensive connection with observational stations of the Customs, and 

since “the Governor has already offered Sir ROBERT HART the cooperation of the 

Hongkong Observatory,” in addition to Hongkong’s position as an important hub in the 

telegraphic chain, Doberck availed himself to be the “Meteorological Reporter to the 

Imperial Maritime Customs of China.” Doberck asked the Hongkong Governor to secure 

Hart’s permission for this would-be Reporter to be able to communicate directly with 

Hart, “in the event of any neglect of duty being exhibited by the observers in connection 

with their meteorological work.”

 

382

The Reporter not only possessed authority over the observation staff, but also on the 

instruments. Doberck noticed that though he had not yet had an opportunity of verifying 

all the instruments that belonged to the Customs, he had in fact verified the greater 

portion of those that were suitable for making trustworthy observations. Furthermore, he 

prepared to give his advice to Customs officers concerning the manner in which the 

instruments ought to be distributed. Whenever the monthly registers were sent to this 

 

                                                 
381 Doberck, Instructions for Making Meteorological Observations Prepared for Use in China and the Law 
of Storms in the Eastern Seas (Published by the order of the Inspector General of Customs, Shanghai: Kelly 
& Walsh, 1887). Imperial Maritime Customs, II: Special Series, No.7. 
382 Doberck, Report from the Government Astronomer (of Nov. 8, 1883), paragraph 15. 
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Reporter, the first step to be taken, Doberck continued, would be to apply the corrections 

that the respective instruments require, as well as temperature corrections and reductions 

to sea level. Moreover, the registers should then be revised by the Reporter, in order to 

discover, and as far as possible, correct any mistakes made by the observers.383 

1 Kiungchow 12 Middle Dog Island 23 Shaweishan Island
2 Pakhoi 13 Fisher Island 24 Chinkiang
3 Canton 14 South Cape 25 Kiukiang
4 Swatow 15 Tamsui 26 Wuhu
5 Breaker Point 16 Keelung 27 Hankow
6 Lamock Island 17 Wenchow 28 Ichang
7 Amoy 18 Ningpo 29 Chefoo
8 Chapel Island 19 Shanghai 30 S. E. Shantung Prom.
9 Foochow 20 Steep Island 31 Howki
10 Ockseu Island 21 North Saddle Island 32 Tientsin
11 Turnabout Island 22 Gutzlaff Island 33 Newchwang  

Figure 4.5: Proposed Customs Stations and Lighthouses to be connected with the HK Observatory 

Source: Doberck, Report from the Government Astronomer, Nov. 8, 1883, in HKGG, Nov.17, 1883. 

 

The further work on the Reporter’s side, Doberck proposed, was to make conclusion 

from the data at each separate station, compare different registers, and accordingly 

                                                 
383 Doberck, ibid, paragraphs 16-18. 



 214 

construct daily weather maps. The reduced and revised data, Doberck suggested, should 

be periodically, if not monthly, published in Shanghai by the Customs with a preface of 

the Reporter and accompanied by “the most interesting weather maps.” The publication, 

named by Doberck as “Imperial Maritime Customs Meteorological Report,” would be 

distributed liberally by the Inspector General to other meteorologists and authorities at 

the earliest opportunity. Doberck especially recommended that the recipients should 

include the Governments of Singapore (British), Hongkong (British), Japan and Russia, 

“as well as the private observatories at Zikawei and Manila.” This would-be Reporter to 

the Chinese Imperial Maritime Customs had claimed a necessary monopoly of these data. 

For communicating the registers to any individual before they were properly corrected, 

reduced, revised and discussed, “would be most objectionable, and would in fact 

jeopardize the whole scheme. Besides, conclusions drawn from such observations are 

untrustworthy and tend to retard the progress of science.” 

Means of communication were also crucial to telegraphic meteorology. Literally, it 

depended on telegraph to transmit timely typhoon warnings and was distinct from the 

monthly compilation of observation data. Regarding this “telegraphic weather 

intelligence” as named by Doberck, the proposed network depended also on a British 

institution, the Eastern Extension Telegraph Company. This British Company ran the 

Hongkong-Manila line and guaranteed free transmission of weather data through their 

lines as their contemporary----the Great Northern Telegraph Company, since 1873----did, 

for free and regular telegraphic exchange of weather data among port cities connected by 

Great Northern cables along the China coast.384

                                                 
384 As regards the relation between the telegraph industry (especially its submarine-cable section) and the 
British Empire, in addition to pioneering works by Denial Headrick, a most recent research was Choudhury, 
op. cit. 

 By the time Doberck returned from his 
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mission, these two companies promised free transmission of weather telegrams between 

Hongkong and Manila, Amoy, Foochow, Shanghai, Nagasaki, and Vladivostock. Another 

means of communication of an imperial institution for Doberck to enhance his network, 

not as cutting-edge as telegraph, was that of the British Postal Service in China, which 

promised to the Hongkong Governor free delivery of monthly data from various Customs 

stations to Doberck.385

 Doberck’s scheme was highly appraised by the local press at Hongkong. On the 

second day after the Government Astronomer’s return from the north coast, the fruits of 

his mission were reported by the Hongkong Daily Press and reprinted two months later in 

Nature. The Observatory was upheld as it marked a new era “in the science of 

meteorology in the Far East.” The coalition between the Customs and the new 

Observatory was deemed a major achievement of the trip of the Government Astronomer. 

The press observed that the Customs authorities had evinced “a strong disposition to 

cooperate with the Hongkong Observatory” in establishing a system of observations.

 

386

                                                 
385 Alfred Lister (the Postmaster General) to the Colonial Secretary, November 19, 1883, in HKRS356 1-1 
(1), No. 83. It was noteworthy that Lister was formerly the Acting Harbour Master of Hongkong who took 
charge in the publication of the China Coast Meteorological Register in 1873, see Figure 3.1. 
386 Daily Press, leading article of November 6, 1883; Nature 29:742 (January 17, 1884), 271. Nature had a 
typo error in misprinting Daily Press as “Free” Press. 

 

The imperial modus operandi was accurately described by the press in one sentence: “the 

meteorological observations conducted at different ports on the China Coast should be 

made at the same hour, in the same manner, and by instruments corrected to the same 

standard.” Doberck’s major accomplishment, as the coordinator of this British network, 

had prevailed against the Zikawei Observatory. The press had observed that the 

Observatory at Shanghai had indeed done “some good work, but its operations have 

necessarily been limited owing to the absence of reliable observations at the ports.” 
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Everything seemed to be successful then and ready for Doberck to fulfill the goal of 

his mission; that is, to establish a meteorological observation network along the China 

coast under the control of the British Empire. The British consular officers, the Chinese 

Imperial Maritime Customs, the telegraph companies, the British Postal Service and the 

local press were all willing to contribute to the scheme, though apparently driven by 

different motivations. A cleavage between “pro-forecast and pro-research” eventually led 

to the “failure” of the system ten years later. 

 

Alienated British meteorological network 

 Superficial comments, such as “Doberckian Fiasco,” as seen in the local press, 

pinpointed the frailty of the British meteorological network in nineteenth-century China. 

To some extent, it was caused by Doberck’s overestimation of the willingness of his 

principal collaborator, Robert Hart, of the Chinese Imperial Maritime Customs. The 

agreement between the Customs and the Hongkong Government, as well as other 

undertakings by Doberck, did not guarantee a better typhoon warning service as desired 

by the mercantile community at Hongkong. 

Prior to the arrival of the Government Astronomer, the mercantile community of 

Hongkong had always been improving their intelligence sharing of weather information, 

because any meteorological disturbance at sea was vitally threatening to navigation and 

shipping, as well as navies and mercantile marine of all nationalities. Since the earliest 

days of the Colony, almost every encounter of vessels with typhoons was publicized with 

the captains’ abstracted ship-logs in newspapers, marking out the position of the vessels, 

change of weather conditions (shifting of wind and barometric readings), and the 

response of the crews. With technological advances in telegraphy in the 1870s and early 
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1880s, a protocol of the telegraphic meteorology was formed in the Colony in 

pre-Doberck years. Typhoon-warning telegrams were dispatched to Hongkong from 

Manila via the new submarine telegraphic cable laid in 1880. These telegrams were 

usually sent by the Jesuit Observatory at Manila, received by the Spanish Consul in 

Hongkong, and then forwarded to the local papers (see Chapter 3 for details). 

 Another phase of “telegraphic meteorology” at Hongkong was earlier than that of 

the Manila telegram. Since 1873, long before Doberck’s arrival, the Great Northern 

Telegraph Company had already started to sponsor exchange of weather data. The 

outcome of this service, the China Coast Meteorological Register, carried daily weather 

data of several ports in major newspapers of Hongkong and Shanghai. The Eastern 

Extension joined the Register, providing free service in transmitting weather reports from 

Manila since March 23, 1882. Regarding this new courtesy from the British telegraph 

company, the China Mail, another major English newspapers in Hongkong, said that “the 

Community (of Hongkong) are greatly indebted to the agencies of the two telegraph 

companies for these messages. Now that Manila has been joined to the cordon, we shall 

publish the daily report from Hongkong, Amoy, Shanghai, and Manila.” 387

The scientific interest in exploring the exact law of storms or any other geo-physical 

observations other than meteorology seemed less practical to the urgent need of the 

 With 

telegraph-enhanced meteorological tables published daily in the press, the Hongkong 

mercantile community forged their own way to enlist the telegraph as a means for 

circulating typhoon warnings before the advent of the government weather service in the 

Colony. 

                                                 
387 China Mail, March 23, 1882. For reason unknown, there was a discontinuity of the China Coast 
Meteorological Register in China Mail from this date to Nov. 17, 1881. It was why the paper announced the 
recommencement of carrying the CCMR. 



 218 

mercantile community, which involved monitoring the movement of typhoons at sea and 

issuing prompt warnings to ships with telegraph. Harboring the want of a weather 

forecast service, the mercantile community of Hongkong sought, in 1877, to establish an 

observatory of their own. However, the most important telegraphic communication from 

Manila, where typhoons usually came from, was only made possible in 1880 by the 

Eastern Extension. This new opportunity accelerated the community’s demand upon the 

Colonial Government for this enterprise. Governor Hennessy’s estimates for an 

observatory in the consecutive years from 1880 to 1882 were responses to this collective 

need. 

The pressure exerted by the mercantile community on the Governor was intensified 

with the news that residents in Shanghai had started their scheme of the CCMS. With 

inter-port news circulation, the Hongkong mercantile community was continuously 

monitoring of the process of the counterpart scheme in the most competitive port city in 

north China. The name of Father Dechevrens appeared in the Hongkong press as early as 

1880, in which a reader’s correspondence from Swatow had introduced the Zikawei 

Observatory as the leading meteorological observatory in China. The directors of Zikawei, 

the reader indicated, had made it their business to utilize information concerning storms 

for the improvement of general knowledge of wind and water, and, especially, of the laws 

of storms, “for the practical purpose of daily life.”388

                                                 
388 China Mail, Oct. 6, 1880, ON TYPHOONS, MAIL STEAMERS, AND METEOROLOGICAL 
OBSERVATORIES, reprinted from the Shanghai Mercury. The words in italics were the same as those in 
the original text. 

 Dechevrens’ first scheme-letter, 

submitted to the Shanghai General Chamber of Commerce, was fully reprinted in the 

China Mail. The Hongkong press commented on the Shanghai scheme as “one of such 

general interest and great influence to the shipping and commercial world that we gladly 
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find room for.”389

The proposal originally made and circulated was altogether a gigantic measure, 

the object of which was not only to embrace the Meteorology of the Seas and 

Coastline of China, but also to cover the full extent of the very interior of the 

Empire, as well as deal with other branches of physical research. We opine that, in 

the very first instance, Father Dechevrens acted incautiously in not submitting his 

project to the Chinese Government whose cooperation was a sine quâ non for its 

success.

 Furthermore, the Hongkong press had noted, almost from the very 

beginning, the opposition of Hart (of the Chinese Imperial Maritime Customs) in the 

early negotiation of the Shanghai scheme (CCMS). The same Hongkong paper criticized 

Dechevrens’ neglect to induce officially, or rather, respectfully, the cooperation from 

Hart, who was deemed by the press as the representative of the Chinese Government: 

390

Robert Hart’s late consent and sanction of forwarding monthly observation data from the 

Customs stations to Zikawei was also reported by Hongkong papers as Dechevrens’ 

success.

 

391

Criticism of Hongkong newspapers on the CCMS was also cast upon the Hongkong 

Government for its inertness on the same issue. A piece of criticism went, “The elaborate 

machinery of the government of a Crown colony appears to act as a dead weight on all 

enterprises of a public character.” Meanwhile, “the Shanghai people have been working 

 With these news from Shanghai and the subsequent criticism upon it widely 

circulated in the press, people in Hongkong knew well what had happened in Shanghai 

and thus formed their expectation of the Hongkong Observatory, which started one year 

later, and before the arrival of the Government Astronomer. 

                                                 
389 China Mail, Oct. 12, 1881, THE PROPOSED SYSTEM OF METEOROLOGICAL REPORTS. 
390 China Mail, April 18, 1882, EDITORIAL NOTES. 
391 China Mail, June 27, 1882. 
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quietly and effectively” on the same subject. The paper continued to point out, 

That those interested in shipping here (Hongkong) are not insensible to the 

importance of the accurate study of meteorological conditions may be inferred 

from the readiness with which the several insurance companies and others 

contributed to the fund for supplying new instruments to the Manila Observatory, 

and were the Jesuit Fathers to establish an observatory here they would certainly 

receive substantial support from the community.392

 With public fund from the Hongkong Government, construction of the new 

Observatory buildings was completed by the end of 1883, and observational data had 

been registered since the first day of 1884. The British coalition formed by Doberck in 

his mission months ago seemed ready to work, but the response of the Inspector General 

of the Chinese Imperial Maritime Customs was somewhat frustrating to the new 

Government Astronomer. On December 26, 1883, Hart addressed a letter to Doberck, in 

which Doberck’s scheme of the coalition and his self appointment as the Customs’ 

Meteorological Reporter were revised, if not totally declined. Hart had written to 

Doberck regarding the Customs’ substantial steps which had been taken, over the last ten 

years, toward the establishment of a meteorological service of the China coast. However, 

 

The Jesuit Fathers were not to found an observatory in Hongkong. Instead, a counterpart 

was schemed by the British colonial administration under the auspice of British scientific 

authorities at London. It was to be established and maintained by public fund, but not 

sponsored by direct subscription of private companies and individuals as those of the 

Jesuit observatories at Shanghai and Manila. 

                                                 
392 Daily Press, Jan. 31, 1882, METEOROLOGICAL OBSERVATIONS ON THE CHINA COAST. 
Regarding the subscription in 1881 from insurance companies of Hongkong to the Manila Observatory, see 
Chapter 3. 
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it was the Customs’ (or, rather, Hart’s) intention, not to proceed with the further or full 

development of their own scheme at that time. Meanwhile, Hart continued, “If it would 

be of any value to the Hongkong Observatory to be supplied with duplications of such 

observations as are now periodically sent to the Observatory at Sicawei, directions to 

that effect will be given.”393

Hart’s Chinese Maritime Customs claimed again its autonomy in Doberck’s 

proposed British network. During Doberck’s visit to treaty ports in the north, he had been 

suggested by the Hongkong Governor NOT to deal with the Customs staff as if they were 

serving in a British office. “It is to be recollected that you are in the service of the British 

Government while the Commissioners (of the Customs) are in the service of the Chinese 

Government.”

 The Customs’ loyalty in the British telegraphic meteorology 

in China was thus dubious. This perfect British network on meteorological observation 

along the China coast, which combined the Hongkong Observatory, Chinese Maritime 

Customs, British Postal Service, and the British telegraph company, was thus jeopardized 

by the Customs’ mild refusal. Doberck’s new institution was simply reduced to one of the 

recipients of the Customs’ weather data. 

394 A further instance of the Customs’ independence from the proposed 

British network was Hart’s further denial to Doberck’s request in 1892, asking the 

Customs to discontinue forwarding data to Zikawei.395

 The Customs’ refusal to Doberck’s proposed offering of “assistance” was probably 

 Doberck’s request revealed his 

misperception of what the Chinese Maritime Customs was. Whether the Chinese 

Maritime Customs was a British or a Chinese organization had confused not only people 

of Doberck’s era, but also contemporary scholars. 

                                                 
393 Hart to Doberck, December 26, 1883, in HKRS356 1-1 (1), No. 89. Hart’s official sanction to forward 
the Customs’ data to Doberck was issued with the Inspector General’s Circular, No. 271, March 6, 1884. 
394 The Colonial Secretary to Doberck, October 27, 1883, in HKRS356 1-1 (1), No. 83. 
395 Hart to Doberck, June 15, 1892, in HKRS842, No.75. 
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not known to the Hongkong mercantile community. In a review of the mission one year 

later, Doberck did not mention any word of the “Meteorological Reporter of the 

Customs,” but acknowledging Hart’s subsequent order of a copy of all meteorological 

observations henceforth made at ports and lighthouses along the coast to be forwarded to 

Hongkong. In delivering a belated respect to Hart’s earlier effort on meteorology, 

Doberck praised that the Inspector General (Hart) had already “contributed so much to 

forward the cause of science in that country.” Moreover, “Sir Robert Hart’s enlightened 

action” in forwarding data to Hongkong, Doberck continued, would benefit not only the 

meteorology of China, but the meteorology of the northern hemisphere, when reliable 

observations were “made on a uniform plan in that extensive country.”396

Typhoon warning at Hongkong used to be the duty of the Harbour Master, Captain 

H. G. Thomsett. He was one of the high-ranking officials in the Government, a member 

of the Legislative Council, a judge presiding at marine courts in Hongkong; and most 

important of all, the officer who took charge of the official meteorological observations 

and typhoon warnings. The meteorological readings in the Harbour Master’s Office had 

provided Hongkong’s daily weather data in the China Coast Meteorological Register 

since 1873. When the CCMS was launched in 1881, Thomsett was among one of the data 

 

 Though the truncated agreement from Hart might be unknown to the Hongkong 

public, they soon realized the limit of the scientific attainment of the Government 

Astronomer in enhancing Hongkong’s telegraphic meteorology in the first year. The first 

typhoon season of 1884 for Doberck and his new Observatory was trying due to 

Doberck’s “legitimate duty” on meteorology being contested within the Government. 

                                                 
396 Doberck, Report for 1884 from the Government Astronomer, presented to the Legislative Council by 
command of His Excellency the Governor, January 1, 1885, in papers laid before the Legislative Council of 
Hongkong, Dec 1884 to June 1885, No.11, 123-130. 



 223 

contributors to Zikawei. He had regularly sent to Father Dechevrens his observation data, 

together with other valuable reports he had obtained at Hongkong from ship captains.397 

The inter-port community had formed their own way of telegraphic meteorology before 

the official intervention of the British Empire. 

 

Figure 4.6: Typhoon Notice issued by Thomsett in the Hongkong Government Gazette 

Source: HKGG, June 18, 1879. 

 

This Zikawei’s informant at Hongkong (Thomsett) reminded Doberck in May 1884 

of some former routines about typhoon warning. This prior “meteorological 

administrator” urged Doberck to publish a notice in the Government Gazette as he did, 

informing shipmasters and others as to the usual symptoms of an approaching typhoon, 

and of the signal which would be made when he expected one. Such notice used to be 

issued by Thomsett every year before the typhoon season and had been published in the 

Government Gazette since 1877 (see Figure 4.6 for the 1879 version with the first 

                                                 
397 Dechevrens, Preface, The Typhoons of the Chinese Seas in the Year 1881 (Shanghai: Kelly & Walsh, 
1882); China Mail, June 27, 1882, THE TYPHOON OF 1881. 
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Chinese translation).398 When one of the sites for hoisting warning signals and firing a 

gun----the vessel Police Hulk----was sunk, Thomsett recommended Doberck to take other 

measures “by which the shipping interests will receive timely warning when your 

observations indicate the probable approach of bad weather.”399

These interests at seas, rather than those on shore, were the principal, if not the only, 

component of the Hongkong mercantile community. With Hongkong being an important 

entrepôt in the Far East, the prominence of this mercantile community in the realm of 

local politics could never be overemphasized. Managers and agents of trading, shipping, 

and insurance companies in Hongkong constituted a major “pressure group” in the 

colonial constitution. Regular non-official seats in the Legislative Council were reserved 

for the leaders of the community.

 

400

The reminder from the former senior officer administrating marine and typhoon 

affairs did incite the Government Astronomer to take action. Doberck hereafter issued a 

similar notice in the Gazette at the end of the month (May), in which he proposed to erect 

a new mast for meteorological signal before the Police Station at Tsim-sha-tsui of 

Kowloon, to substitute Thomsett’s in front of the Harbour Office at Victoria. Hoisting 

meteorological signals under the order of the Government Astronomer thus became a new 

duty of the Hongkong Police. In addition, Doberck also proposed to distribute typhoon 

 A timely warning of typhoons was absolutely 

considered to be the “practical purpose of their daily life.” That was why Thomsett had 

emphasized to Doberck these particular “interests”. 

                                                 
398 Thomsett, “Notice,” in HKGG, August 4, 1877. 
399 Thomsett to Doberck, May 2, 1884, in HKRS356 1-1 (1), No. 99. 
400 For example, the Chairmen of the Hongkong General Chamber of Commerce were regular members of 
the Council. Among them, William Keswick of Jardine, Matheson & Co., and Phineas Ryrie of Turner & 
Co. in turn occupied the seats from 1870 through 1889. See Wilfred Victor Pennell, History of the Hong 
Kong General Chamber of Commerce, 1861-1961, and Annual Report for 1960 (Hong Kong: Cathay Press, 
1961). 
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warnings to the Harbour Office, the telegraph companies and the newspapers. 401 

However, no substantial steps were taken to realize these promises since the Governor 

still requested Doberck in July to establish a system of typhoon warning for use in 

Hongkong. In reply, Doberck had detailed his plan on the warning system. The signals 

were changed to a drum-cone-ball system, indicating weather conditions of greater 

variety than those denoted by Thomsett’s system. The new signals included a red drum 

indicating the presence of a typhoon somewhere to the east of the Colony; a red cone 

pointing upwards indicating a typhoon located in a latitude higher than that of the Colony; 

a red cone pointing downwards indicating a typhoon present to the south of the Colony or 

advancing towards the south; and a ball indicating the presence of a typhoon to the west 

of the Colony.402

However, these new arrangements introduced by Doberck had confused people in 

 

In addition to these meteorological signals to be hoisted on a mast, Doberck did the 

same as Thomsett and issued a “local” warning of an approaching typhoon by firing a 

gun under the mast. However, Doberck complicated the gun-firing routine with the 

arrangement that it should be fired once, whenever he had reason to expect a strong gale 

of wind at Hongkong; twice, when he expected the wind to blow with typhoon force; and 

fired again if possible, when the wind was likely to shift direction suddenly. It seemed 

that Doberck learned well from his predecessor since he emphasized that sudden shift of 

wind direction was frequently accompanied by great disasters to the shipping. With these 

improvements in typhoon warning practice in Hongkong, Doberck seemed to have a 

rather good start with the local community. 

                                                 
401 Doberck, Notice of Typhoons, HKGG, May 31, 1884. 
402 Doberck to the Acting Colonial Secretary, August 7, 1884, in HKRS356 1-1 (1), No. 110. A revised 
version of this letter was published in the HKGG, August 16, 1884. 
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the first typhoon season. The gun-firing was mistaken as that denoting the arrival of mail 

steamers.403 The meteorological signals on the mast also confounded people who took 

the signals as indicating the sudden approach of a typhoon. In addition, these signals were 

too far for people on the other side of the Victoria Harbour to tell whether it was a drum, 

a cone, or a ball.404 

 
Figure 4.7: Time Ball Tower and Storm Signal Mast in front of the Tsim-Sha-Tsui Police Station, 

Kowloon, ca. 1885 

Source & Note: Pui-yin Ho, Weathering the Storm: Hong Kong Observatory and Social 

Development (Hong Kong: Hong Kong University Press, 2003), 182. 

  

 With these new warning measures, Doberck distinguished himself from Thomsett. 

Moreover, Doberck had claimed his “legitimate duty” as the only authority in issuing 

every typhoon warning. He asked Thomsett to stop circulating the Manila weather 

telegrams, which usually warned the existence of typhoons, to the local press, as 
                                                 
403 The gun for announcing the arrival of mail steamers was fired by the Post Office. Doberck, Report of 
the Director of the Observatory for 1885, presented to the Legislative Council by Command of His 
Excellency the Governor, February 4, 1886, paragraph 6. 
404 Suggestions for improvement were given in the China Mail (September 9, 1884), such as painting 
signals with different colors besides red or hoisting them at the yard arm rather than on the staff. The latter 
suggestion was taken immediately by the authorities; see China Mail, September 11, 1884. 
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Thomsett did in the last two years. In reply, Thomsett indicated that he used to forward 

also copies of Manila typhoon telegrams to the Hongkong Club, the Chamber of 

Commerce, and the Royal Naval Yard, three eminent institutions in the Colony with 

marine interest. Thomsett recommended Doberck to continue such practice and stated 

that he himself had “no desire to interfere with what you consider your legitimate duties.” 

To emphasize its necessity, the senior Harbour Master reiterated: 

I (Thomsett) need scarcely point out to you (Doberck) that it is absolutely 

necessary that this Office as well as the general public should have information 

as to the weather to be expected in the China Sea; and the earlier it is made 

known, the greater benefit it is to the vast shipping frequenting this Colony.405

In fact, with the imperial “legitimate duty,” Doberck had taken over Thomsett’s 

responsibility in issuing the China Coast Meteorological Register upon inauguration of 

the Observatory (1884). This telegraphic chain for publishing daily weather messages of 

port cities along the west Pacific coast was more important to typhoon warning, for it 

provided timely weather data faster than the moving speed of disturbances. As mentioned 

above, Thomsett was the one responsible for the readings and issuing of the Register at 

Hongkong. Besides warning measures and facilities inherited from Thomsett, the 

 

An imperative in typhoon warning for the merchant-dominated Colony was obvious. 

Thomsett was the “nodal” figure among the intelligence flow regarding the weather 

before Doberck’s arrival. This public demand could not be satisfied somehow by what 

Doberck did in the beginning, which was to establish a British imperial meteorological 

network. However, typhoon warnings from the Hongkong Observatory had not been 

improved by the network founded by Doberck. 

                                                 
405 Thomsett to Doberck, July 7, 1884, in HKRS356 1-1 (1), No. 108. 
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Government Astronomer had introduced new improvements by adding other reporting 

cities to the Register. With the help from the Eastern Extension Telegraph Company, 

Doberck added Foochow (since Jan. 16, 1884), Haiphong (since Aug. 6) and Bolinao 

(Nov. 18) to the list in the first year.406

 Unfortunately, the only useful new station added to the Register, in light of typhoon 

warnings, was that of Bolinao on the western coast of Luzon. As regards the moving 

pattern of typhoons in the northwestern Pacific, data from the Philippines were the most 

desired. Manila’s telegram data in the Register started from March 1882, also earlier than 

Doberck’s arrival. Additional telegrams from Bolinao, addressing the weather data taken 

at that station, commenced from the end of 1884. The Bolinao data was Doberck’s 

monopolized privilege for competing with the Jesuit meteorological authorities at Manila 

in issuing typhoon warnings. They alleviated Doberck’s dependence on the typhoon 

intelligence from Manila. It was thus not surprising that Doberck highly valued the 

Superintendent of the Bolinao Station of the British Eastern Extension Telegraph 

Company. Telegraphic information from “a gentleman of scientific training during the 

coming typhoon season,” Doberck pointed out, “cannot be overestimated.”

 Moreover, he turned the Register into an official 

channel for publicizing his prognostics of weather. Brief notes were usually added at the 

end of the Register commenting on the weather condition not only of Hongkong, but 

usually that of Luzon, where typhoons usually originated. 

407

Nevertheless, an independent British network, in terms of uniformity of observations 

and verification of trustworthy observers within the imperial standard, seemed scarcely 

 

                                                 
406 Doberck, , Report for 1884 from the Government Astronomer, presented to the Legislative Council by 
Command of His Excellency the Governor, January 1, 1885, paragraph 41. The specific dates of the new 
stations were taken from the China Mail among the days on which the CCMR was carried regularly during 
this period. Vladivostock was added to the list by the Great Northern on February 1, 1884. 
407 Doberck, ibid, paragraph 42. The Bolinao telegraphic station was abolished in 1898, when there added a 
direct cable from Hongkong to Manila, see HKRS842, No.9, March 28, 1898. 
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the concerns of the mercantile community at Hongkong. They had only one concern with 

the new establishment and the Government Astronomer. That was, the improvement of 

typhoon warning, if any, thus rendered by such “investment” of public fund in the new 

institution and the hiring of the scientific man. This kind of “efficiency questions” had 

haunted Doberck throughout his career at Hongkong till 1906. “Doberckian Fiasco” was 

a negative expression out of such mercantile calculation since Doberck’s first decade of 

directorship, during which Hongkong’s telegraphic connection with outside stations was, 

though increased in numbers, but limited in terms of their position of not being in the 

“front” of the usual paths of typhoons. 

 The mercantile dissatisfaction of such warning system or machinery at Hongkong 

emerged in the first typhoon season. It well exemplified the frequent disputes between 

Doberck and the mercantile community and deserved a detailed account. At the night of 

September 10, 1884, and the following morning, a typhoon hit Hongkong. In the evening 

of September 8, Doberck had hoisted a drum on the mast at Tsim-sha-tsui of Kowloon, 

and dispatched a cross-harbor telegram to the Central Police Station at the side of 

Victoria, informing the presence of a center of depression at N.N.W. of Luzon, which 

would probably move northward.408 The existence of the center of depression was 

confirmed by a Manila telegram, dated noon of September 8, forwarded by the Spanish 

Consul at Hongkong to the local press the next day.409

                                                 
408 China Mail, September 8, 1884. 
409 China Mail, September 9, 1884. 

 On September 10, Doberck 

dispatched a telegram to the Central Police Station, announcing the approach of a 

typhoon. The same telegram was also sent to treaty ports through offices of the telegraph 

companies. However, all the newspapers in Hongkong received nothing from Doberck 
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except a single gun-firing in the early morning of September 10.410

The non-distribution of Doberck’s typhoon warning telegram from the Central 

Police Station at Victoria to the public was much resented by the press. One of the 

criticisms pointed out that the machinery for storm warnings at Hongkong was, relatively 

speaking, complete, considering the telegraphic communication with Manila and the 

“scientific attainments of the Government Astronomer”. The press continued, with this 

complete warning machinery, “any neglect of carelessness in its application is the more to 

be deprecated.” Doberck’s telegram of September 10 was, the press asserted, evidently 

intended for distribution to the public at Hongkong. Nevertheless, for reasons unknown, 

the information was not published in the Colony, though it was telegraphed to the coastal 

ports. The public therefore, the press concluded, had “good cause of complaint.”

 

411 

Another similar but milder criticism went, “we trust that residents in the Treaty Ports will 

not in future be kept better informed of the approach of typhoons towards this port than 

are residents here (Hongkong).” 412  To explain himself, Doberck replied to these 

criticisms with a letter-to-the-editor, claiming that he was instructed when the telegram 

was dispatched to the Central Police Station, that his duty of issuing typhoon notices 

ceased.413

                                                 
410 The order of firing the first gun with one round was given by Doberck at 5:45 a.m. and the gun was 
fired at 7:00 a m. of September 10, China Mail, September 11, 1884; the gun was fired again with two 
shots was fired at 7:10 p m. of the same day, as recorded by Daily Press of Sept.12. There was no direct 
telegraphic connection to the Observatory at that time till 1887. Doberck’s order of firing the gun and 
telegrams, inward and outward, were transmitted by two Chinese chair-coolies between the Observatory on 
Mount Elgin and the Police Station at Tsim-sha-tsui and the offices of the two telegraph companies at 
Victoria. The only cross-harbor telegraph line was used only by the Police, but it had not been used for 
transmission of weather messages. See Doberck, Report for 1884 from the Government Astronomer, 
paragraph 43. 
411 Daily Press, Sept. 13, 1884. 
412 China Mail, Sept. 11, 1884. 
413 Doberck, Typhoon Notes, Daily Press, Sept. 13, 1884. 

 The Police on the same day defended themselves, claiming that the weather 

telegram was not distributed because they were instructed by Doberck not to do so 



 231 

without his order.414

This departmental absurdity was a fresh result of Doberck’ suppression of the 

circulation of Manila weather telegrams among the public. Doberck requested all 

departments in the Colonial Government, as well as Thomsett’s as mentioned above, not 

to circulate weather messages without his sanction. In this case, the target to be regulated 

was the Acting Captain Superintendent of Police. Such measure was to prevent possible 

embarrassing contradiction of diagnostics upon typhoons between Doberck’s and that 

from Manila. Previously in August, Doberck had claimed, again, his only legitimate 

authority on issuing typhoon warnings. He had addressed to the Governor accusing that 

Thomsett had been receiving weather telegrams directly from a foreign Government (viz., 

the Spanish Government of the Philippines). Moreover, such should be immediately 

prohibited, as it interfered with the work of his new department.

 

415

 The Governor, as in most issues surrounding the Government Astronomer, could not 

resist Doberck’s “professional” suggestions for the issuing of meteorological information 

to be monopolized by the government. However, the Governor held a judgment for the 

case Doberck vs. the Acting Captain Superintendent of Police. The paramount 

administrator deprecated Doberck as having “been disingenuous enough to write to the 

Public Press to attempt to cast the blame for its non-distribution on the Police.” The 

Governor warned Doberck not to repeat the same improper conduct and reminded 

Doberck the importance of the mercantile community. As they, the Governor pointed out, 

 

                                                 
414 China Mail, September 13, 1884. The China Mail was an evening paper, while the Daily Press was 
issued in the morning. 
415 Doberck to the Colonial Secretary, August 9, 1884, in HKRS356 1-1 (1), No. 111. Furthermore, 
Doberck asserted that it was neither in the interest of shipping that mariners should receive notices of the 
existence of typhoons from other intelligence authorities, as this might induce them to stay in port, instead 
of being benefitted by favorable winds connected with the disturbance. The last point Doberck held was, as 
his other knowledge about marine practice or navigation, challenged by members in the British Mercantile 
Marine Officers’ Association at Hongkong. 
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by whom the cost of the Observatory was supplied, were entitled to have full and early 

information about the weather, and would have every reason to complain if such 

information was not furnished.416

 The pressure from both the mercantile community and other weather-intelligence 

authorities posed constant challenges to Doberck. This community was mainly composed 

of people who were familiar with different warning machineries of ports other than that 

of Hongkong and made comparison among them. For instance, one reader’s 

correspondence in the Daily Press during the time of the above dispute, asked Doberck to 

publish a brief account of a typhoon or storm soon after it occurred. The reader seemed to 

deliberately deliver a blame on the Government Astronomer that, Doberck’s brief account 

was issued after “the courteous Director of the Observatory at Manila, who affords the 

public there much fuller information than that with which we are favoured here.” Further 

embarrassing to Doberck, it was believed “not only at Manila but also at Shanghai are 

such reports published.”

 

417 With the information circulation among these ports through 

the exchange of newspapers, names of Dechevrens (of Shanghai) and Faura (of Manila) 

were not unfamiliar to this community.418

                                                 
416 The Colonial Secretary to Doberck, September 29, 1884, in HKRS356 1-1 (1), No. 115. 
417 Daily Press, CORRESPONDENCE, TYPHOON NOTES, September 16, 1884. Doberck had replied 
this letter-to-the-editor in the same paper the following day. He explained that some of the reader’s requests 
were already met by the notes of the CCMR, and a provincial account of the last typhoon would be 
furnished whenever possible, since his time was occupied by the investigations. Meanwhile, Doberck 
complained that he could not possibly spare any more time on popular writings and explanations. “but if 
your correspondent, who come over here some afternoon I shall be most happy to show him the 
photographic trace of the barometer during the typhoon.” 
418 Dechevrens’ reputation in Hongkong was mentioned above. Faura was also well known to the 
Hongkong public. For instance, the China Mail of May 16, 1882, appraised Faura with: “The Revd. Father 
Faura, the eminent meteorologist and director of the Municipal Meteorological Observatory of Manila, has 
just concluded and sent to the local papers at Manila for publication a very interesting work on the ‘Signs 
of the Approach of Typhoons in the Philippine Archipelago.’ This learned gentleman deserves the thanks of 
all men for his indefatigable labour and desire to communicate to the world the ideas acquired by his fertile 
brain.” 

 With the exchange of news, major consumers 

of weather intelligence along the China coasts knew well their duplicated suppliers at 
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Shanghai, Hongkong, and Manila. The performance of these suppliers were compared 

and put under public scrutiny by newspapers circulated among these ports. The 

overlapping of their work had caused these meteorological authorities to contest 

constantly with each other, as judged by the mercantile community, who were taking in 

person maritime risk of typhoons. 

The imperial modus operandi----observations with unified calibration, approved 

instruments, by trustworthy persons, intensively in time and extensively in space----did 

not secure the promised improvement of typhoon warning. Considering the available 

communication means throughout the nineteenth century, and the moving pattern of 

typhoons in that area, the deciding factor for the real progress in forecasting was the 

number and position of stations in telegraphic connection. Nevertheless, telegraphic 

connection to Hongkong had contributed no substantial improvement in typhoon 

forecasting at Hongkong in the first decade of Doberck’s directorship. 

A map drawn in 1885 by Doberck himself might well illustrate the limitation of the 

telegraphic connection (see Figure 4.8). Although meteorological stations of the Chinese 

Maritime Customs did scatter over a wide sphere over the East Asia, they were registers 

providing monthly, if not of longer period, observation data to Doberck, which were 

hence of little use to real-time typhoon warning. Doberck’s telegraphic network in 1885 

comprised those stations in the map marked with the letter “T,” including Bolinao (1), 

Manila (2), Haiphong (3), Amoy (13), Foochow (18), Shanghai (26), Nagasaki (42) and 

Wladivostock (45). According to the usual tracks of typhoons originating near the east of 

Luzon and having a southeast to north trajectory, only Bolinao and Manila were of crucial 

importance to typhoon warning. Those Customs stations at Formosa were also important 

to this respect, but they were not telegraphically connected with the Hongkong 
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Observatory until 1889.419 

 

1 Bolinao T O 16 Turnabout A V 31 Chingkiang V
2 Manila T 17 Middle Dog A V 32 Wuhu H V
3 Haiphong T 18 Foochow T A 33 Kiukiang H V
4 Pakhoi A 19 South Cape A V 34 Hankow H V
5 Kiungchow A 20 Takow V 35 Ichang H
6 Macao O V 21 Anping A V 36 Chefoo
7 Canton A 22 Fisher Island A V 37 Howki Island
8 Hongkong V 23 Tamsui A 38 N. E. Shantung Promontory
9 Breaker Point A 24 Keelung A 39 S. E. Shantung Promontory

10 Swatow A V 25 Ningpo 40 Taku
11 Lamock Island A 26 Shanghai T V 41 Newchwang
12 Chapel Island A 27 Shaweishan S 42 Nagasaki T
13 Amoy T A V 28 Gutzlaff Island S 43 Fusan
14 Dodd Island O 29 North Saddle Island S 44 Yuensan
15 Ockseu Island A V 30 Steep Island S 45 Wladivostock T  

Figure 4.8: Meteorological stations reporting to the Hongkong Observatory in 1885 

Source & Note: Redrawn from Doberck, List of Meteorological Stations in the Far East in Communication 

with the Hongkong Observatory in 1885, in HKGG May 15, 1886, 419-420. 

                                                 
419 Anping (point no.21 in Figure 4.8) was telegraphically connected with the HK Observatory in 1889. 
The first telegraphic record of Anping in the CCMR appeared on September 2, 1889. Doberck had asked 
officials of the Customs to send him telegraphic weather messages from South Cape. However, the request 
was declined as there was no telegraphic connection to South Cape at that time. See A. Lay to Doberck, 
March 18, 1889, in HKRS356 1-1 (2), No.105. 
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T: those reporting through telegraph; O: observations made at other hours were occasionally received; V: 
stations visited by Doberck; A: stations with instruments of uniform and approved construction, including 
standard barometer, dry, damp, maximum, minimum, black bulb and grass minimum thermometers and 
rain-gauge; H: began before the end of 1885, observations made with instruments of approved construction, 
bought in Hongkong and verified there, the thermometer being exposed in screens also forwarded from 
Hongkong, similar to those in use at stations marked A. 

 

Conclusion 

 The goal of this chapter is not to prove that it was Doberck’s “cantankerous” 

personality which led to his stormy career at Hongkong. Instead, I want to demonstrate 

that the controversies surrounding him were superficial events, which underlined the 

limitation of British imperial synoptic meteorology in nineteenth-century China. Multiple 

agencies were engaged in a wider context than in Hongkong itself, which was combined 

with both colonial and semi-colonial settings. Furthermore, by examining the role of the 

British insurance interests, scientific authorities, consular bodies, and colonial 

administrators both local and “at home,” this chapter details their collective decision to 

impose an imperial meteorological system along the China coast, while a parallel system 

based at Shanghai was being proposed. British imperial intention to build an independent 

network guaranteed from the very beginning tension between the two meteorological 

“centers” in the subsequent years. “Doberckian Fiasco” was the outcome of this doomed 

rivalry. The imperial meteorological enterprise was not entering a terra incognita of 

weather observation. Seafarers frequenting Far Eastern ports were always much 

concerned about typhoons. Protocols of local telegraphic meteorology were framed 

within the mercantile communities of different ports. They were the main readers of local 

newspapers and those circulated among ports, and thus formed a judging public upon the 

performance of the British meteorological center at Hongkong and its counterparts. 

Unfortunately, the imperial synoptic network, despite having a strict modus operandi 
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over British formal and informal empire in China, could not deliver a better public 

typhoon warning service. 

The Hongkong mercantile community had not only passively reacted to the imperial 

intervention, but were also major customers as well as “supervisors” constantly 

evaluating the “efficiency” of the public-funded government observatory, in comparison 

with other central observatories. These mercantile men were frequenting different ports 

other than Hongkong. They were informative of different machineries of other scientific, 

or rather, meteorological authorities of respective observatories. Moreover, the shipping 

companies and shipmasters were among the contributors of observation data at seas to the 

Hongkong Observatory, as they did to Zikawei and Manila. Unfortunately, Doberck’s 

public weather service was obviously unsatisfactory to the community. Their discontent 

intensified while Doberck gradually showed his indifference to their constant unfavorable 

comments. The public resentment culminated in 1893 when Doberck’s directorship was 

saved by the Astronomer Royal in an inquiry committee against the operation of the 

Observatory. The press at Hongkong delivered their regret as “the superior influence of 

the Home authorities overturned our hopes, and has nearly exhausted our patience.”420 

One paper criticized that the inquiry committee chaired by Doberck himself was “an 

official joke on typhoons” and his Observatory as a mere “Star-Gazing Department of the 

Government service.”421

 

 Though overwhelmed by public censure since the first decade, 

Doberck kept the directorship till 1906. It was a marvelous achievement and another 

evidence for the deciding influence of the imperial scheme-makers and scientific 

authorities at home of the metropolitan London. 

                                                 
420 China Mail, October 11, 1893. 
421 China Mail, April 17, 1894. 
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Appendix A: Doberck’s Register Form for Stations of the Customs, 1883 
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Appendix B: Doberck’s Register Form for Lighthouses of the Customs, 1883 
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Chapter Five: Controversies over Meteorological Sovereignty 
  

Q: Can you forecast with any certainty the formation and course of a typhoon? 
 A: No. Meteorology is not an exact science. Nothing can be predicted with certainty. 

Mr. Robert H. Scott, till lately chief of the Meteorological Office, London, writes in 
his “Elementary Meteorology”:----“Although for the British Isles it may be said that 
few storms reach the E coast before warnings have been issued, yet these are 
unfortunately the most violent and dangerous, owing to the extreme suddenness of 
their arrival.” Of late years we have had instances of the destruction caused by 
cyclones in India and Mauritius when not predicted in time; while failures to 
forecast blizzards and tornadoes in America are common.422

 To a question posed by an inquiry committee after catastrophic typhoon in 1906, the 

Director of the Hongkong Observatory, Dr. William Doberck gave the above answer. He 

defended himself with the seemingly universal limitation of meteorologists in predicting 

storms, which threatened the world maritime economy heavily dependent on steam 

shipping. In nineteenth-century China, as well as other places in the world, a tension 

between storm forecasters and their audiences arose from the gap between mercantile 

expectations of storm warnings and the meteorologists’ capacity in weather prediction. 

For weathermen at the end of the nineteenth century, the only means to communicate 

information for them to “diagnose” the formation and the path of a typhoon was cabled 

telegraph. A great want for typhoon warnings along the East Asian coasts had set the 

raison d’être for the fledgling observatories in Shanghai, Hongkong and Manila. 

Mariners and nearly all merchants associated with shipping watched closely the 

capability of these observatories in providing prompt and accurate typhoon warnings. 

Along with the flourishing shipping industry of the East Asian trade, the tension between 

 
 

                                                 
422 “Report of Committee appointed to enquire whether earlier warning of the typhoon of September 18th, 
1906 could have been given to shipping, papers laid before the Legislative Council by the command of His 
Excellency the Governor,” 59. 
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the seafarers and the typhoon forecasters at these observatories kept culminating. This 

chapter deals with two events related to such tension. The stories will focus on Dr. 

William Doberck, the founding Director of the Hongkong Observatory, who held that 

position from 1883 to 1907. It is not only for the convenience of narrative, but also for 

the fact that his directorship overlapped with other observatory directors in this period 

(Figure 5.1). Two events might well exemplify the contesting peer relationship and its 

significance. The first was the “Manila Incident” of 1898-99, and the second was the 

controversy around the Hongkong typhoon of September 18, 1906. 

 
Figure 5.1: Directors of respective observatories (Shanghai, Hongkong and Manila) in the typhoon zone 

except Japan from their inauguration to the 1920s 

 

Before Doberck’s arrival in Hongkong in 1883, he was endorsed by the President of 

the British Royal Society as “a very scientific man.”423

                                                 
423 William Spottiswoode (P.R.S., 1878-1883) to the Colonial Office (Robert G. W. Herbert), Dec.8, 1882, 
in CO 129/206, 209. 

 However, this compliment was 

apparently not appreciated, since the early years of Doberck’s directorship, by 

Hongkong’s “ratepayers” with major interest in shipping and trading industries in the 

eastern seas. Series of disputes occurred between this scientific man and numerous others, 
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including his scientific confreres in other nearby port cites. Chapter 4 had argued that 

these disputes were not due to Doberck’s cantankerous personality, but to the British 

imperial intervention of a Shanghai-based meteorological organization launched two 

years earlier (1881). This chapter continues to discuss the disputes associated with 

Doberck, focusing on his controversial peer relationship with typhoon forecasters outside 

Hongkong. 

My purpose, however, is not to take side with Doberck or his opponents. I want to 

demonstrate that these trans-colonial controversies between directors of different 

“central” observatories had highlighted the evolution of state sovereignty in the typhoon 

region. Moreover, I want to demonstrate that an inter-port mercantile community 

composed people of different nationalities but with common interest of navigation safety 

had been juxtaposing the exclusive territorial claims by governmental meteorologists. 

With newspapers circulated among ports, the mercantile community played a major role 

in these controversies among directors. They not only acted as sponsors, spectators and 

umpires of weather service provided by the observatories and of the subsequent disputes, 

they also constituted the major observers providing data at seas to respective 

observatories. The anti-Doberckian discourse in the disputes, as I will demonstrate, 

defined the contour of this community, which was long neglected by present 

historiography but fundamental to further inquiries into the history of science, technology, 

and even medicine, in nineteenth-century China. 

 

Mercantile-initiated Jesuit forecasters at Manila and Shanghai 

Doberck’s main confreres of typhoon warning were Jesuit fathers in Shanghai and 

Manila. After the suppression by the Roman Catholic Church in the eighteenth century, 
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the revived Jesuit order established nearly twenty observatories all over the world in the 

second half of the nineteenth century.424 In addition to observations on astronomy, 

magnetism and seismology, these scattered Jesuit observatories contributed to 

meteorology, especially in their researches on tropical storms.425

Jesuits pioneering meteorological work on tropical storms was initiated by Father 

Benito Viñes, who was the director of the Observatory of Belén (of Havana, Cuba) from 

1870 to 1893. Viñes’ first successful predictions of hurricanes were recorded in 1875 and 

1876. His accurate prediction won him praise and patronage from the local mercantile 

community. By 1877, Father Viñes “was able to establish a small hurricane reporting 

network throughout Cuba and on a few of the other Caribbean islands. Steamship 

companies offered him free transportation for his investigations and ordered their 

captains to pull into the nearest port to cable the Observatory whenever the weather 

looked threatening. Railroad companies also offered him transportation, and telegraphic 

service was put at his disposal.”

 Jesuit fathers kept the 

first series of instrumental data on these storms especially in the Caribbean and the “Far 

East,” where such natural disasters strike with the highest frequency and strength. 

426

Viñes’ work on the hurricanes of the West Indies had encouraged other Jesuit 

father-observers at Manila and Shanghai to make storm prediction. It was Fathers 

Federico Faura (1840-1897) at Manila and Marc Dechevrens (1845-1923) at Shanghai, 

who succeeded Viñes, and successfully predicted typhoons around 1879.

 

427

                                                 
424 Augustín Udías, Searching the Heavens and the Earth: the History of Jesuit Observatories. (Dordrecht: 
Kluwer Academic Publishers, 2003). 
425 Udías, “Jesuits’ contribution to meteorology, Bulletin of the American Meteorological Society,” 77:10 
(1996), 2307-2315. 
426 For a short introduction of Father Viñes and his storm warning in the Caribbean, see Udías, ibid; and 
Richard M. DeAngelis, “The hurricane priest,” in ESSA World (published by the Environmental Science 
Services Administration), Oct 16-17, 1968, 16-17. 

 The 

427 John N. Schumacher, One Hundred Years of Jesuit Scientists: the Manila Observatory, 1865-1965, 
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simultaneity was significant in terms of the Jesuit network of worldwide observatories. 

Same as their precedents in the West Indies, Jesuit fathers at Manila and Shanghai had 

also impressed mercantile communities and gained public patronage for them in 

respective port towns. 428  These Jesuits were among the earliest cohort of storm 

forecasters. According to Augustín Udías, these volunteer systems of Jesuit weather 

services had laid the foundation for future national ones. When local governments 

developed their own official weather service, Udías said, those Jesuit meteorological 

stations were closed.429

Before going into the question of how the “public” recognized the Jesuits’ relative 

success in storm-warning service, note that the geographical and technological setting of 

 However, this was not the case in the typhoon region of the Far 

East. The Jesuit observatories at Manila and Shanghai later became de facto central 

observatories of the Philippines and China, respectively in the early twentieth century. 

There was, of course, official observatory established by the government. The British 

Colonial Government had founded a secular counterpart of the observational network 

centered at Hongkong (Chapter 4). The storm warnings from both Jesuits and the lay 

meteorologist at the British Crown Colony were juxtaposed in the local press. To the 

residents of these port cities, the Jesuit fathers’ relatively longer and richer experience in 

registering typhoons seemed superior to their late-coming governmental confrere’s at 

Hongkong. 

                                                                                                                                                  
Philippine Studies, 13:2 (1965), 258-286. For a brief introduction of Faura, see Udías, Searching the 
Heavens and the Earth, 301-302, 305-306. 
428 For the case in Shanghai, see Chapters 1 and 2. The global network of the Jesuits in geophysical 
reconnaissance used to focus on its early modern phase. For two most recent reviews of the field, see the 
editor’s introduction of Mordechai Feingold, ed., Jesuit Science and the Republic of Letters (Cambridge, 
Mass.: MIT Press, 2003); and Steven J. Harris, Jesuit scientific activity in the overseas missions, 1540-1773, 
in ISIS, 96:1(2005), 71-79. This chapter will, in contrast, deal with their nineteenth-century revival and the 
challenge from their secular counterpart “scientist”. 
429 Udías, op. cit. 
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the moving pattern of typhoons and the laying of the earlier submarine telegraphic cables 

had in fact set an uneven base for the first-generation storm-forecasters. Most typhoons 

became threatening in the adjacent sea east of the Philippines, and wandered in a curve to 

the west, northwest, north, and then northeast. Among the earlier cable-wired port cities 

in the Far East, Manila was closer to the “birth place” of typhoons than anywhere else. It 

was obvious that storm warnings issued by the Jesuit fathers at the Manila Observatory 

had been the most authoritative to all coasts of China and Japan. The moving pattern of 

typhoons availed the Manila Jesuits the advantage to make the earliest warning. 

 Although the Manila Jesuit observers started sending out typhoon warnings only in 

1880, the year when the Hongkong-Manila telegraph cable was laid, their history of 

meteorological observation had commenced long before. In September, 1865, a great 

typhoon did great damage to Manila. The catastrophic consequence made the Jesuits 

more interested than ever in discovering whether these storms, the frequent cause of loss 

of lives and properties, moved upon any laws. Jesuits’ inspired concerns on the study of 

tropical storms occurred in the West Indies at almost the same time, as exemplified by 

Father Viñes at Havana. It is not clear whether there was a deliberate initiative by the 

Jesuit Order for the study of tropical storms in the mid-nineteenth century. Nonetheless, it 

was evident that Viñes’ successful prediction of hurricanes in 1875 did inspire similar 

service to be provided by the Jesuit fathers in the Philippines around 1879. After 

corresponding with Viñes, Father Federico Faura at Manila accordingly arrived at the 

conclusion that the Philippines were ruled by the same laws of storms as the West 

Indies.430

                                                 
430 A letter from Viñes to Faura of September 27, 1879, see Miguel Saderra-Masó, Historia del 
Observatorio de Manila fundado y dirigido por los padres de la misión de la Compañia de Jesús de 
Filipinas 1865-1915 (Manila: E.C. McCullough & Co, 1915), 38, in which Viñes gave a copy of his Notes 

 Father Faura later became the first at Manila, who made typhoon warnings and 
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telegraphed them to Hongkong. 

 
Figure 5.2: Logos of the Manila Observatory in 1904 and 1915 

Source: Left: from the title page of Algué, 1904, The Cyclone of the Far East; Right: from the title page of 

Saderra-Masó, 1915, Historia del Observatorio de Manila. 

 

Mercantile sponsorship to Manila Jesuits’ meteorological work had culminated after 

the laying of the Hongkong-Manila cable. Before that, from 1872 to 1877, an amount of 

$7,542 was raised from the residents in Manila for the construction of the “Observatorio 

Del Ateneo,” which belonged to a Jesuit College. 431 After the cable was laid, El 

Comercio, a Manila press, initiated another subscription in 1881. A sum of $910 was 

soon collected from various companies and individuals at Manila.432

                                                                                                                                                  
On Hurricanes of the West Indies (Apuntes Sobre los Huracanes de las Antillas) to Faura. Faura then 
compared the nature and characteristics between hurricanes and typhoons, and soon arrived at that 
conclusion. 
431 Saderra-Masó, ibid, 28; a detailed list of these subscribers was enclosed in pp.170-171. 
432 For a detailed list of these subscribers, see Saderra-Masó, ibid, 172-173. 

 Compared with 

their counterparts of earlier days, the subscribers in 1881 were mainly companies rather 

than individuals. There were even mercantile subscriptions from Hongkong to the Manila 

Observatory. The Canton Insurance Office, which was managed by the well-known 

Jardine, Matheson & Co., initiated a subscription among insurance companies at 

Hongkong in 1881. A sum of $350 was collected and remitted to Manila via the 
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Hongkong & Shanghai Bank (later HSBC) at par price under the favor of the Bank’s 

renowned manager Thomas Jackson (1841-1915).433

 With the mercantile sponsorship, both Jesuit father-directors in Manila and Shanghai 

went coincidently back to Europe to improve their observation instruments. To this end, 

Father Faura visited the leading observatories of Europe. He went to Rome, where he had 

 

 Similar mercantile subscription had also sponsored another Jesuit observatory at 

Shanghai after the laying of the submarine telegraphic cable between Hongkong and 

Manila. The subscription was raised at the end of 1881 for establishing an organization 

for a meteorological service of the coastal areas of China. The Jesuit fathers at the 

Zikawei Observatory, near Shanghai, were to run the entire network and the Observatory, 

the central station in the communication circuit of observation data and to issue typhoon 

warnings. Most of the proposed reporting observation stations, in the merchant-initiated 

project of Shanghai, were the Chinese Imperial Maritime Customs stations at various 

ports and lighthouses. Cable-wired ports were to be the first-rank reporting stations 

subject to the central observatory. From these ports, daily weather telegrams, containing 

daily or diurnal observation data, were sent to Zikawei and were compared and 

“diagnosed” there. Other stations were to send their monthly observation registers to 

Shanghai by mail; meanwhile, vessel captains of major steamship companies were 

willing to make standardized observation at sea and forwarding them to the central 

station (Chapter 1). 

                                                 
433 El Comercio, September 16, 1881; Saderra-Masó, ibid, 52-53. As regards the thank-you note for the 
Hongkong subscription, sent from Faura to the Secretary of the Canton Insurance Office (of September 21, 
1881), see Saderra-Masó, ibid, 52. Regarding the early history of HSBC and Thomas Jackson, see Frank H. 
H. King, Catherine E. King, and David J. S. King. The History of the Hongkong and Shanghai Banking 
Corporation, vol. 1, The Hongkong Banking in Late Imperial China, 1864-1902, on an even keel 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1987), especially its Part II, “The age of Thomas Jackson, 
1876-1902.” 
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conferences with the famous Jesuit astronomer, Angelo Secchi (1818-1878). Faura then 

visited England; and in the Stonyhurst Observatory acquainted himself with the method 

of mounting a complete magnetic observatory under the direction of Joseph Perry 

(1833-1889), another Jesuit astronomer. After that, Faura went to Paris, where he 

collected all possible information regarding meteorology, magnetism, and seismology, 

three branches of science he intended to develop at the Observatory of Manila. He 

returned to the Philippines in August 1878.434 Faura’s successor, Father José Algué 

(1856-1930) had a similar itinerary. He accompanied Faura on his visit to the observatory 

at Rome in 1889; and in the same year, Algué went to Georgetown Observatory in the 

U.S., and worked with another Jesuit astronomer, Johann Georg Hagen (1847-1930). 

Algué arrived at Manila in 1894 and became the Director of the Manila Observatory three 

years later. Father Dechevrens at Shanghai also went back to Europe after the 

subscription was raised from the local mercantile community. Though Dechevrens 

claimed that his journey was not paid by the newly raised fund, he went back to France in 

November 1882, to purchase meteorological instruments for the ongoing China Coast 

Meteorological Service.435

 The itineraries of these Jesuits were significant to fostering their competence in the 

unprecedented work of typhoon forecasting. It should be emphasized that there was no 

such profession called meteorologist in the 1870s and 1880s. The profession was one 

among those that emerged in the nineteenth century. Observations made by the Jesuits at 

Shanghai and Manila were originally more astronomical and mathematical, rather than 

meteorological, magnetical, and seismological. The focus on meteorology, especially on 

 

                                                 
434 Saderra-Masó, ibid, 36-37; China Mail, April 12, 1899. 
435 Daily Press, April 3, 1883. A comprehensive biography of these Jesuit astronomers and their 
observatories, see Udías, Searching the Heavens and the Earth. 



 248 

the theory of storms and their forecast, might be one of their attempts to regain the 

Jesuits’ scientific reputation after being banned by the Roman Catholic Church till the 

early nineteenth century. The booming steam transportation since the mid-nineteenth 

century had made the Jesuits’ travel between Europe and the tropical storm areas easier. 

Although they were not the first to construct a general theory of tropical storms, the 

Jesuits were pioneers in forecasting hurricanes and typhoons. In contrast to their 

seventeenth-century predecessors, these nineteenth-century Jesuit forecasters seemed to 

feel more for the mundane shipping interest, instead of mere “apostolic spirituality” as 

pointed out by Steven Harris when accounting for the impetus in the earlier phase of their 

overseas scientific activity.436

 Shanghai, Hongkong and Manila had thus become centers of telegraphic 

meteorology for typhoon warnings in the seas of China and South China since the 1880s. 

All three were connected by telegraphic cables, which enabled transmission of 

 

 In terms of their origin, both observatories at Manila and Shanghai were “private” 

institutions in contrast to that of Hongkong. The Hongkong Observatory was initiated by 

a government scheme, though there was now and then mercantile zeal pushing the British 

Colonial Government of Hongkong for establishing such an institution for the shipping 

interests. This contrast was significant not because it was one of Doberck’s rhetoric 

excuses for not cooperating with the Jesuits of Shanghai and Manila. Their different 

origins highlight the very nature of the mercantile articulation of telegraphic meteorology 

in nineteenth-century East Asia. 

 

Doberck’s telegraphic connection to the Philippines without the Jesuits at Manila 

                                                 
436 Harris, op. cit.. 
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long-distance weather messages along the corridor of typhoons. The mercantile-initiated 

warning services at these ports were assumed by people at that time to be cooperative 

with each other. Data sharing for the general benefit of seafarers, for their lives and 

properties, was deemed by the mercantile community as a necessary norm for their fellow 

meteorologists. However, this publicly anticipated virtue of reciprocity, as I will 

demonstrate, was not the case among these three observatories in their fledgling years. 

The rivalry came early in the beginning years of those observatories. While the 

buildings of the Hongkong Observatory were still under construction, Doberck had 

addressed a letter to Faura at the end of 1883, asking the Jesuit father to be kind enough 

to forward all his publications to Hongkong, as had been promised to him by Father 

Dechevrens at Shanghai.437 Father Faura was previously consulted by Sir John Pope 

Hennessy (the Governor of Hongkong) and Major Palmer for his advice on Hongkong’s 

observatory project.438 In reply to Doberck’s request, Faura not only agreed to send all 

his writings, he also invited Doberck to make a visit to Manila. Doberck answered in 

attentive terms, but said that the Governor of Hongkong (then Sir G. F. Bowen) would not 

allow him to take leave because his presence at Hongkong was very necessary. Doberck’s 

excuse was not true in light of the Governor’s previous request of him to pay a visit to 

Manila in 1883, before the official operation of the Hongkong Observatory, for 

establishing a reciprocal relationship between the two meteorological institutions.439

As I have argued in Chapter 4, the inconvenient reason for Doberck’s neglect was 

the British imperial intension to build an independent meteorological network. 

 

                                                 
437 Doberck to Faura, October 1, 1883, in Saderra-Masó, ibid, 71. 
438 Hennessy to Faura, May 25, 1880, see Saderra-Masó, ibid, 63; Palmer was the British Royal Engineer, 
who proposed the scheme for establishing an observatory at Hongkong under the auspice of Governor 
Hennessy. 
439 The Colonial Secretary to Doberck, July 30, 1883, in HKRS356 1-1 (1), No.70. 
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Everything for that independence seemed ready. In 1880, the Hongkong-Manila cable 

was laid, owned, and operated by a British telegraph company, the “Eastern Extension, 

Australia, & China Telegraph Company,” and the telegraphic station of the Philippine end 

was at Bolinao, near Manila, where the first submarine telegraphic cable connected to the 

Philippines landed. In the autumn of 1884, the first year of the Hongkong Observatory, 

the Superintendent of the Eastern Extension at Hongkong had arranged to have 

meteorological observations made at the telegraph station in Bolinao and have them 

forwarded to Doberck. 440 The Bolinao telegraphic reports included readings of the 

barometer and the attached thermometer, dry and wet bulb thermometers, direction and 

force of the wind, state of the weather and amount of rain.441

With this Bolinao telegraphic weather intelligence, Doberck had maintained the 

independence of the British meteorological observation in the Far East. The supposed 

necessity of reciprocity between fellow scientists was certainly not his prime concern. In 

addition to Bolinao, the courteous Eastern Extension Telegraph Company had also been 

sending weather telegrams from Foochow and Haiphong since 1884 (see Figure 5.3 for 

the cable connection).

 

442

                                                 
440 The Eastern Extension had laid in 1883 a second Shanghai-Hongkong cable via Foochow in addition to 
the earliest one laid by a Danish telegraph company (via Amoy) in 1869. Why these telegraph companies 
were willing to transmit weather telegrams for free was discussed in Chapter 1. 
441 Doberck, Report for 1884 from the Government Astronomer, presented to the Legislative Council by 
Command of His Excellency the Governor, 1885, paragraph 41. 
442 Doberck, ibid. Bolinao was added into the China Coast Meteorological Register in the daily column of 
the China Mail since November 18; Haiphong, since August 6; and Foochow, since January 16, 1884; but 
data from Foochow were often absent and were discontinued after November 2, 1884. 

 The Great Northern Telegraph Company at Hongkong received 

the telegrams from Vladivostock, Nagasaki, Shanghai and Amoy. These telegrams, which 

reached Hongkong during the forenoon, included the weather data of each wired port for 

10 a.m. of that day and 4 p.m. of the previous day. Meanwhile, the Eastern Extension 

received from Manila, Haiphong and Foochow the 10-a.m. and 4-p.m. observations 
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separately. Nonetheless, even though there were new weather telegram sources coming to 

Hongkong from the north and the west, it was certain that the ones from the Philippines 

were more important in terms of their value in typhoon warning. 

 

 
Figure 5.3: Submarine telegraph lines and wired ports, ca. 1885 

Source: Revised from Ahvenainen, 1981, p.63; and Charles Bright, 1898, p.208. 

 

From the very beginning of the exchange of weather news between Hongkong and 

Manila, there were always typhoon warnings sent from Manila, containing not only data 

or the fact of the existence of a typhoon near Luzon but also the “diagnosis” of its 

possible future movement. The predictions from the Manila Jesuits were usually 

distributed to the Hongkong press by the Spanish Consul at Hongkong. Instead of being 

widely received by the Hongkong mercantile community, Doberck took these telegraphic 

warnings not as friendly reciprocity, but as annoyance, or rather, a nightmare, to his duty 

as meteorological “reporter-in-chief” at the British Colony. Ever since the inauguration of 
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the Hongkong Observatory, Doberck had tried every effort to ignore, if not depreciate, 

the telegraphic messages sent from the Manila Observatory. 

The press at Hongkong was soon astonished at Doberck’s indifferent attitude 

towards his scientific confreres at Manila in how he neglected typhoon warnings sent 

from the Manila Jesuits. For instance, in the autumn of 1886, during Doberck’s third-year 

directorship, a typhoon warning telegram from Manila was received by the (Acting) 

Spanish Consul at Hongkong (M. C. Ribera) and forwarded to the local press. The 

telegram went: “A typhoon is raging to the N.E. of Luzon. It appears to be travelling 

towards the N.N.W. It is moving slowly. If it changes direction advice will be given.”443 

Doberck seemed to ignore this message from his Manila confrere on purpose. In his 

weather report of the following day, which was carried in the same paper, the 

Government Astronomer of Hongkong made no mention of the typhoon. 444

                                                 
443 China Mail, September 7, 1886, APPROACHING TYPHOON. 
444 China Mail, September 8, 1886, p. 4. In the bottom of the daily column of the China Coast 
Meteorological Register, Doberck’s usual channel for issuing his warnings in the press, noted: “The 
barometer has risen and gradients are slight for S.W. winds in the South. The temperature is moderate, the 
air unusually dry, and the weather fine.” 

 His 

deliberate inattention had aroused criticism from the China Mail, a major English daily 

newspaper of Hongkong. The editorial seemed to value highly the Manila telegraphic 

message about typhoons, when it put: “Now, although this telegraphic message deals with 

a storm which is most unlikely to touch or affect this Island, it nevertheless conveys a 

piece of intelligence which is most important to know, and which may materially affect 

the movements of ships here and at the Coast Ports.” What the press concerned about was 

that it was not the first time Doberck ignored the Manila telegrams. It had become, in the 

editor’s words, a “matter of common remark,” that such information did “not find its way 
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to the public.”445

Such comments on the apparent lack of the taken-for-granted reciprocity between 

Doberck and other leading forecasters became a frequent topic in the Hongkong press 

when similar controversies occurred. Even in the last year of Doberck’s directorship in 

1906, words such as “glorious isolation” were sarcastically given by the Hongkong press 

to criticize Doberck’s situation.

 

The editor continued to remind readers of the original purpose for establishing such 

an institution at Hongkong. In his opinion, the Hongkong Observatory was considered a 

center for a “grand combination of storm-warnings.” Nevertheless, this ideal was, the 

editor lamented, threatened by Doberck’s indifferent attitude toward the Manila 

telegrams: 

The friends of Dr. Doberck, we believe, set down that learned official 

scientist as a most exceedingly ill-used gentleman, because his learned 

brethren and collaborators in science at Shanghai, Manila and elsewhere fail 

in those friendly and mutually-beneficial courtesies necessary to the 

prosecution of systematic meteorology and the prophesying of storms. On 

the other hand, the worthy Doctor is by others asserted to have got all his 

brethren both in and out of the Colony by the ears. Our Astronomer, indeed, 

is freely spoken of as a veritable Storm King, and that it is perfectly 

reasonable and safe to predict a storm, official or scientific, upon his 

approach……A general impression exists that no reciprocity exists worthy of 

the name. 

446

                                                 
445 China Mail, September 8, 1886, the editorial. 
446 Daily Press, September 26, 1906, the editorial. 

 I want to argue that these repeated criticisms or 
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“general impression” against Doberck reflected not only his cantankerous personality but 

also the disputes between him and the Jesuit fathers at Manila and Shanghai. It 

pinpointed a group of people who uttered those criticisms. It was an inter-port community, 

which coasted these ports frequently and thus faced the common menace of 

cross-boundary typhoons, sharing a common means of communication, with common 

values and thoughts, which were reframed and articulated in the newspapers circulated 

among ports. 

Such criticisms culminated in two events that happened in the later period of 

Doberck’s directorship. I will call the first the “Manila incident of 1899,” in which the 

Manila Jesuits were in direct confrontation with Doberck; while the second was a blow 

upon Doberck from the Jesuit father-director at Shanghai in 1907. In most occasions, 

Doberck had to fight with the Jesuits at two fronts simultaneously: Manila in the south, 

where the earlier typhoon message was sent from; and Shanghai in the north, where the 

Zikawei Observatory there also claimed to be the central observatory of China. The 

quarrels had always been focused on the prediction of typhoons. The mutually cited 

newspapers had created a forum for these rivals. Different and sometimes conflicting 

“diagnosis” of typhoons were juxtaposed in the press of these ports, and circulated among 

ports. 447

                                                 
447 Regarding the circulation and exchange of newspapers among these ports, Simon J. Porter had argued 
that in the last three decades of the nineteenth century, there formed a British “imperial press system,” 
which corresponded to the worldwide circulation of knowledge, ideas, personnel and money in Britain and 
its colonies such as Canada, Australia, New Zealand and South Africa. See Porter, News and the British 
World: the emergence of an imperial press system, 1876-1922 (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2003); Porter, 
“Webs, Networks, and Systems: globalization and the mass media in the nineteenth- and twentieth-century 
British Empire,” in The Journal of British Studies, 46:3 (2007), 621-646. I want to add that this system of 
English-language newspapers was not confined to the formal British Empire. In the Far East, this system 
was formed in a colonial, semi-colonial, and inter-colonial complex. The circulation of typhoon warnings 
and their being appreciated by a specific readers-public with shipping interests involved the exchange of 
newspapers among Hongkong, Shanghai, Manila, and other port towns (or port cities) along the typhoon 
corridor. This sphere of public communication of typhoons even extended to Singapore, which was located 

 General readers of the papers had thus become third-party observers and 
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umpires of the rivalries. Being greatly affected by typhoon warnings, these audiences 

with shipping interests were heavily involved in the debates, and tested their accuracy in 

person at seas. 

 

Newspaper-mediated Manila incident of 1899 

 The rivalry between Doberck and the Jesuits became most intense at the turn of 

1898 to 1899. It was a time when the United States defeated Spain and took over the 

Philippines. Even though the Islands were not an official colony of the U.S., they were 

under the de facto U.S. authority. On November 5, 1898, Doberck addressed a letter to Dr. 

Willis L. Moore, Chief of the Weather Bureau, Washington D.C., asking the U.S. 

administration in the Philippines to stop the transmission of weather telegrams from 

Manila to Hongkong by the Jesuit fathers of the Manila Observatory. Doberck’s 

“suggestion” was adopted by the U.S. authority and the transmission of weather 

telegrams from Manila was thus discontinued on February 27, 1899.448

The content of Doberck’s letter was significantly distorted by Father Algué’s 

debunking correspondence to the Hongkong press. For reasons unknown, Algué knew the 

existence of Doberck’s confidential letter to Moore. After the official prohibition was 

effected, Algué promptly resorted to various parties, both at Manila and Hongkong. In the 

letter to U.S. Provost Marshal General of Manila, who directly gave the order, Algué 

addressed that the prohibition, though to which he was wiling to obey, would “make a sad 

impression upon the British Naval and Civil Authorities of Hongkong, and upon the 

 

                                                                                                                                                  
outside the typhoon region, but ships to-and-from were certainly affected. 
448 The U.S. Weather Bureau was at that time under the Department of Agriculture. Thus, the official order 
was issued by the Secretary of Agriculture, via the Secretary of War, and then to the Provost Marshal of 
Manila (R. P. Hughes). It suspended telegraphic typhoon warnings given at Manila for any place outside the 
Philippines. For the starting date of this prohibition, see China Mail, April 15, 1899. 
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Naval and Commercial Institutions of any Nationality in the Far East.” Algué thus 

maximized his possible allies and isolated Doberck: it seemed that almost everyone stood 

on Manila’s side and left alone the jealous Director at Hongkong. The Manila Jesuit 

Director continued this rhetoric strategy and discredited Doberck: 

Nevertheless, we desire to have it known, that the same Provision is 

based upon biased and incorrect information, of one single Director of the 

Hongkong Observatory, who alone, of all other Directors of the 

Observatories in the Far East, is hostile to Meteorological Institution at 

Manila, the reputation of which he has been trying to impugn, ever since the 

year 1884; and now that he has brought the question before the Department 

of Agriculture of the U.S., we earnestly beg the American Authorities, here 

and in Washington, to inquire thoroughly into this matter. 

Later on, we shall prove the efficiency of our Meteorological 

Department, but meanwhile, we oppose to the assertions of the Director of 

the Observatory in Hongkong the testimonials of a man, the most competent 

to appreciate the work done, at present, by the Observatory at Manila.449

In another letter to Hongkong, which evoked a storm in that Colony, Algué had 

distorted Doberck’s assertions with partial representation. He accused that Doberck’s 

very unfavorable terms in the transcontinental letter included: “the Observatory in Manila, 

is in hands of men who possess very little scientific education;” another citing went: 

 

Here Algué dated the tension, if not hostility, between Doberck and the Manila 

Observatory back to 1884. It was the first year of the Hongkong Observatory, and the 

year when the telegraphic station at Bolinao started to make observations. 

                                                 
449 Algué to R. P. Hughes, March 7, 1899, in China Mail, March 17, 1899. 
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“scandal is caused by our (Manila’s) continually communicating sensational typhoon 

warnings to the newspapers in Hongkong.”450

……The sole aim of the Manila Observatory is to be useful to the Public at 

large, and especially to seamen, naval and mercantile, of every nationality, 

who are so often exposed to the dangers of typhoons in the Far East. To this 

end, our Observatory has worked for a great many years with a vast amount 

of labour and expenditure, and undoubtedly, in many instances disaster has 

been avoided owing to its timely warnings. But, if after all, the reputation 

achieved has been merely that of causing scandal by sensational typhoon 

 The first sentence was not far from what 

Doberck said exactly in his letter to Washington. In fact, Doberck even discredited the 

Manila Observatory, describing it as “the Municipal Observatory in connection with the 

High School in Manila.” Following the attack of Jesuits’ qualifications in their work, 

Doberck added, in the same paragraph, that the “Spanish priests” at Manila committed 

plagiarism when they derived “much of the matter which they print from the publications, 

weather telegrams etc., issued from this Observatory (Hongkong), without however in 

any way acknowledging their indebtedness to this Observatory.” This accusation was not 

mentioned in Algué’s responses. 

Doberck’s accusation against the Manila warning telegrams, as they caused a 

scandal at Hongkong, was also misrepresented by Algué. The Father connected this term 

with the “sensational” accusation in Doberck’s letter, which implied that Manila 

telegrams were scandalous because of their sensational nature. Algué defended for 

himself and the Manila Observatory that: 

                                                 
450 For Algué’s letters (of March 7, 1899) to the editors of the China Mail and the Hongkong Telegraph, see 
China Mail, March 17 and also in HKRS842, 1-3, No.28. 
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warnings, that is a very discouraging result indeed.451

……scandal is caused by the Spanish priests continually communicating 

sensational typhoon warnings through the Spanish Consul to the newspapers 

in Hongkong. As it is against international regulations laid down for the 

guidance of meteorological authorities, for an authority in one country to 

issue storm-warnings in the district covered by an authority of another 

country, I would venture to suggest that you should recommend the 

American Government of the Philippines to put a stop to this irregularity.

 

This was totally an intended misguidance. Algué had tried to connect Doberck’s 

accusation of “scandal” to “sensational.” The original text of Doberck’s confidential letter 

to Moore at Washington DC was: 

452

Algué’s misguiding letter with distorted citing appeared in the China Mail of March 

17, arousing an overwhelming public diatribe over Doberck in the following days. To 

introduce this letter from the Manila Director, the editor of the China Mail had 

commented that Doberck’s correspondence to Washington was a “highhanded and 

arbitrary action.” Meanwhile, the editorial of the Hongkong Daily Press of March 20 

 

The stated international regulation for a monopoly of authority of meteorology in one 

country was the key argument of Doberck. As I will demonstrate later, such resort to 

“international regulations,” rather than apparent denunciation Doberck made on the 

Manila Jesuits, was the very reason behind the decision of the U.S. authority to stop 

transmission of the Manila warning telegrams. Unfortunately Algué did not mention this 

at all. 

                                                 
451 Algué, ibid. 
452 Doberck to Willis Moore, November 5, 1898, in HKRS842, 1/3, No.33. The full text was enclosed at 
the end of this chapter as appendix C. 
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commented that Doberck’s DC-going correspondence was “a public misfortune,” and 

suggested that the prohibition should be repaired by a petition made by “the Insurance 

Offices and shipping firms of Hongkong” to the U.S. authorities. The past of Doberck as 

the director and his Observatory was described as: 

……While this (the proposed petition) is desirable on purely utilitarian 

grounds, the matter is one in which the sentiment of gratitude might also be 

allowed some play in removing an unmerited slur cast upon an institution to 

which Hongkong is indebted for valuable services rendered in the past. 

Before the establishment of our local Observatory we were entirely 

dependent upon Manila for our storm warnings, and the Insurance 

Companies’ appreciation of the value of those warnings was evinced by their 

voluntary subscriptions to the expenses of the institution. Moreover, the 

Hongkong Observatory, during the first few years of its existence, was also 

dependent upon the information supplied from Manila for the principal basis 

of its forecast, and up to the present day the public have regarded the Manila 

information and prognostications, as far as they went, with more confidence 

than our local forecasts. 

The editor apparently stood on Algué’s side and stated the mercantile community’s trust 

in the Manila storm-warning telegrams. The editor also reiterated Algué’s two 

misrepresentations of Doberck’s letter. To counter the first, regarding the “very little” 

scientific education of the Manila directors, the Daily Press continued to comment that 

the value of the scientific education of the Directors of the Manila Observatory was a 

matter of opinion. However, further inquiry should be made, the editor added, into “the 
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value of the scientific education of the Director of the Hongkong Observatory.”453

                                                 
453 There were comments in the Hongkong press regarding Doberck’s scientific education as a Ph.D. of 
astronomy from a German (Jena) university, meaning that he was not educated to become a meteorologist. 
In fact, meteorology was not yet institutionalized in the nineteenth century as there was no degree in 
meteorology granted. All directors in various observatories, including those of the Jesuits, were originally 
trained as astronomers. 

 The 

editor continued that, in answering both questions, local opinion would probably be 

inclined to rank the former higher than the latter. Doberck’s inappropriate assertion, 

commented the press, was “the slur cast by one scientist upon rival scientists who have 

always excited his jealousy is more than ungenerous.” 

 Algué’s second misrepresentation of Doberck’s letter, namely, “that scandal is 

caused by the Manila Observatory continually communicating sensational typhoon 

warnings to the newspapers in Hongkong,” was judged by the Hongkong press as “an 

absolute untruth.” Being misguided by Algué, the Daily Press started to defend the 

Manila telegrams as they had never been of a sensational character: 

……The messages received have always been brief and couched almost 

invariably in the same phraseology, namely, in the first instance, that a 

disturbance existed at such and such a point and that its probable direction 

was so and so, followed by subsequent telegrams tracing the course of the 

storm. Never has there been a single note of sensationalism in the telegrams. 

Of the storms notified naturally only a limited proportion have struck 

Hongkong, but it is unnecessary to dwell upon the value to shipping of early 

and accurate information regarding the existence of typhoons, whatever their 

direction may be. The information supplied from Manila has been very 

accurate indeed, a statement which we think will be borne out by all who 

have carefully watched the typhoon movements. 
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The editor of the Daily Press then concluded that the colony was under great 

obligations to the Manila Observatory, and whatever decision might be arrived at as to the 

communication of storm warnings in the future, the editor suggested that steps should be 

taken to make amends to Manila for the offensive conduct of the Director of the 

Hongkong Observatory. Doberck’s attack, in the editor’s opinion, had already brought 

disgrace upon the Government and the whole community. 

 The editorial of the China Mail of the following day (March 21) also responded to 

their contemporary’s denunciation against Doberck, which started with: “WE were 

pleased to see the forcible and sensible remarks which appeared in the leader column of 

our morning contemporary yesterday concerning the attack made by the Director of the 

Hongkong Observatory upon the kindred institution in Manila.” The editor stated that the 

China Mail had continued, in the past fourteen or twelve years, in pointing out “the harm 

steadily and persistently done by Dr. Doberck, in alienating nearly every outside recorder 

of storm warnings, and the consequent isolation of the local Observatory from all useful 

cooperation with similar institutions at Sicawei and Manila.” The editor pointed out that 

this was not the first wanton gesture made by Doberck and the China Mail had 

persistently called upon three successive Governors of Hongkong to deal with Doberck’s 

glorious isolation, in order to prevent “absolute destruction of any little element of 

usefulness which was apparent at the Kowloon Observatory.”454

                                                 
454 The three successive Governors were Sir George F. Bowen (March 1883 to Oct. 1887), Sir George W. 
Des Voeux (Oct. 1887 to Dec. 1891), and Sir William Robinson (Dec. 1891 to Nov. 1898). To be more 
specific, the Observatory of Hongkong was built on Mount Elgin of Kowloon, not on Hongkong Island; 
hence, the “Kowloon Observatory” was thus a word of rhetoric used by Doberck’s opponents and critics to 
depreciate him and the Observatory. 

 The reason of the sad 

situation was due to, the editor held, “the rude and insulting disposition of the Head of 

that institution.” Similar cases occurred again and again because of Doberck’s 
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cantankerous character, thus the language quoted as having been used by Doberck in his 

letter to Moore was quite familiar to “all who have followed the unwise official career of 

that public officer.” 

 Doberck’s two distorted quotes by Algué had also been commented. To the first 

statement (of “very little education”), the editor reaffirmed his contemporary by saying: 

“Dr Doberck has less veneration for accuracy and fairness than an astronomer ought to 

possess, and that his attitude of mind as a scientist does not exhibit that sane, humble and 

truth-seeking habit which becometh (sic) the true man of science.” This kind of image 

about “a true man of science” and the taken-for-granted quality of scientists, especially 

the generosity to each other of data sharing (reciprocity) among them, always appeared in 

the criticism against Doberck, in which, from the perspective of the Hongkong press, was 

apparently so scanty. 

 To the second statement (the “sensational” one), the China Mail continued to 

criticize that the specific attack by Doberck was not only inaccurate, but “a distinct 

misrepresentation.” The press asserted that this would be a common opinion in which 

“every shipping, insurance, and mercantile man will agree.” Those men in a collection of 

shipping, insurance and mercantile interests were defined by the Hongkong press with the 

matters meteorological. Moreover they would, the editor noted, appreciate the worthy and 

able directors of the Manila Observatory, who had supplied Hongkong for years with the 

most reliable warnings from “the very cradle of these disastrous storms.” This was a solid 

fact that needed no recommendation from or defense by Hongkong residents. 

 The editor then concluded with suggestion of specific measures to amend the 

“ill-advised action of the Director of Kowloon Observatory.” This was an immediate 

danger which the Government must see to and act upon at once. For experience had that a 
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bad typhoon visited the Colony as early in the year as the last day of May 1875.455

 A reader’s correspondence also resonated in the Hongkong press and testified for the 

worthiness of the Jesuit directors at Manila.

 The 

editor warned that, if the local Government failed to perform this plain duty, then it 

would become the imperative duty of the community, in the first instance through their 

representatives in the Legislative Council, and next by petition, to higher authorities at 

home, so as to make sure that justice was to be done in this matter. 

456

This personal testimony for Manila, the correspondent continued, would agree with 

the opinion generally entertained, “not only in the Philippines, but in Hongkong and all 

along the Coast of China.” Doberck’s “uncalled-for attack” on Manila, thus called for the 

most marked disapproval on the part of the Hongkong Government, the Hongkong 

 The author claimed that he was a resident 

in Manila of over twenty years and had frequently visited the Manila Observatory to 

obtain information on the probable course of typhoons announced. The correspondent 

stated that he felt that he must place on record the fact that in his experience, same as that 

of all other ship-owners and shipmasters, many valuable lives and much property had 

been saved by the timely and accurate warnings given by the Manila Observatory. The 

reader also witnessed the competence of the Manila forecasters by touching the delicate 

instruments, which were found being effectively employed by these fathers for correct 

storm-warnings. With this personal experience the correspondent could give his “most 

hearty and sincere opinion, which is most favourable to the worthy Directors.” 

                                                 
455 CO 129/170, 629-648, June 3, 1875, OCCURRENCE OF A TYPHOON ON 31 MAY 1875; and CO 
129/170, 715-720, June 30, 1875, VOTE OF $9000 TO COVER TYPHOON DAMAGE. Though the Daily 
Press of June 2 noted that it was a heavy gale rather than a typhoon, it was revised in the same paper of 
June 3 that it carried much damage, not only to Hongkong, but to Macao and Canton. It was noteworthy 
that a clipping of the same report was enclosed in the correspondence from the Hongkong Government in 
their official report to the Colonial Office at London, CO 129/170, 636. 
456 China Mail, March 24, 1899, THE MANILA OBSERVATORY. 
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community and the European communities of the coastal ports. This collection, which 

claimed to be standing against Doberck, was the proposed inter-port community for the 

telegraphic meteorology in nineteenth-century China, which existed in such inter-port 

exchange and communication of information, personnel, ideas, and money for various 

interests. As this correspondence had exemplified, the newspapers became one of the 

major means for such communication. In accordance with the Hongkong press, the old 

resident of Manila concluded with a suggestion to the British colonial authority of 

Hongkong to call upon Doberck to “make an ample retraction of and apology for the 

unfounded charges he has seen fit to bring against the Revs. Algué and Saderra, whose 

ability as scientists and meteorologists is well known and acknowledged all over the 

world, and especially in the Further East.” 

 The Hongkong General Chamber of Commerce also took active role in the Manila 

incident. The Chamber’s involvement started with the receipt of Father Algué’s letter to 

the Chairman of the Chamber (R. M. Gray of the Reiss & Co.). In the monthly meeting of 

the Chamber’s General Committee on March 20, at which Thomas Jackson was one of 

the attendants, Algué’s letter was read and discussed.457

The Committee of the Hongkong Chamber of Commerce desire to convey to 

the Rev. Father José Algué, S.J., the expression of their extreme regret and 

dissatisfaction at the unjustifiable attack made upon the Rev. Director of the 

Manila Observatory and his colleagues by the Director of the Hongkong 

 The Chamber’s representative in 

the Legislative Council, Thomas Henderson Whitehead, proposed a resolution which 

read: 

                                                 
457 China Mail, April 4, 1899, HONGKONG GENERAL CHAMBER OF COMMERCE. For a list of the 
chairmen of the Chamber and their affiliations, see Wilfred Victor Pennell, History of the Hong Kong 
General Chamber of Commerce, 1861-1961, and Annual Report for 1960 (Hong Kong: Cathay Press, 
1961). 
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Observatory, and at the consequent stoppage by the American Government 

of the telegraphic meteorological warnings from the Philippines. The 

members of Committee desire to place on record their high appreciation of 

the very valuable services at all times rendered by the Directors of the 

Meteorological Department of the Manila Observatory to the mercantile 

shipping community in Hongkong and China, and their hope and expectation 

that in a very short time full justice will be done to the Directors of the 

Manila Observatory by the acknowledgement of the increased practical value 

of their labours in the past for the public benefit and in the cause of Science, 

and by the removal of the restrictions recently placed upon them.458

The Chamber then addressed a letter to the Hongkong Government the next day. The 

letter acknowledged the Chamber’s receipt of Algué’s letter (with enclosures of the 

correspondence between Algué and the U.S. authorities at Manila, which were also 

 

Nevertheless, after some discussion, the resolution was postponed and the Chamber 

decided to be more cautious in the new controversy between the Manila Observatory and 

the Director of the Hongkong Observatory. The General Committee of the Chamber 

accordingly proposed, that it being necessary that the case should not be prejudged, a 

letter should be first addressed to the Government, which expressed the Committee’s 

opinion that the telegraphic storm warnings from Manila had been most useful and that 

“their discontinuance would be viewed with extreme regret by the commercial 

community.” Furthermore, the next step, the Chamber concluded, should be asking the 

Government to furnish the Chamber with one copy of Dr Doberck’s confidential letter to 

the Weather Bureau at Washington. 

                                                 
458 China Mail, March 24, 1899, HONGKONG GENERAL CHAMBER OF COMMERCE 
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reprinted in the China Mail of March 17). While expressing the Chamber’s appreciation 

of the Manila telegrams as they were being most useful, the Chamber uttered its regret for 

their discontinuation and asked the Government to favor the Chamber with Doberck’s 

letter.459

 The request from the mercantile community was met by the new Governor, Sir 

Henry Arthur Blake, who just started his governorship since the end of 1898 after 

Doberck’s letter to Washington. The new Governor learned of Doberck’s correspondence 

almost at the same time with the Hongkong press. He was furnished with copies of those 

letters (except Doberck’s) related to typhoon warnings from Manila by the Vice-Admiral 

of the British Navy at Hongkong (Sir E. Seymour). The Governor then called upon 

Doberck to explain his action in communicating with a foreign government without the 

endorsement of the Governor, and asked Doberck to furnish a copy of his letter to the 

Chief of the U.S. Weather Bureau.

 

460

 In reply, Doberck enclosed his letter to Moore and explained to Governor Blake that 

the letter was a private correspondence. Doberck stated that he had never communicated 

with the American or any other government without His Excellency’s authorization, but 

 It was fortunate for Blake to know the matter 

before being astonished by the press one day later (the China Mail of March 17, 1899). 

This informing process revealed the role of the British Navy in the event. It was not 

difficult to understand that they were facing the same threat of typhoons as the 

“mercantile marine,” and had paid great attention to the discontinuation of Manila 

warning telegrams. 

                                                 
459 R. Chatterton Wilcox (Secretary of the Hongkong General Chamber of Commerce) to J. H. Stewart 
Lockhart (Colonial Secretary of the Hongkong Government), March 21, 1899, in China Mail, April 4, 1899, 
THE TYPHOON WARNINGS. 
460 J. G. T. Buckle (Assistant Colonial Secretary of the Hongkong Government) to Doberck, March 16, 
1899, in HKRS842, 1/3, No.33. 
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he was, and had always been, exchanging scientific communications with meteorological 

authorities and directors of observatories all over the world. Doberck claimed that such 

cooperation was absolutely necessary for scientific work and more specifically for work 

in connection with weather forecast and storm warnings. These meteorologists, Doberck 

continued, were also supposed to meet occasionally and exchange opinions. For instance, 

with the permission of the late Governor (Sir William Robinson), Doberck himself 

attended meetings of the British and American Associations in Toronto and Detroit, 

respectively in 1897.461

Doberck’s claimed ideal of the frequent exchange between meteorologists was soon 

debunked by Jesuit observer-forecasters from Shanghai. Father Louis Froc, the Director 

of the Zikawei Observatory near Shanghai, was at that time passing by Hongkong. He 

was asked by the French Governor General at Saigon to establish an observatory there 

and happened to learn of the Manila controversy from the press. On board the steamship 

Caledonien of Messageries Maritimes, Froc wrote letters to the British Governor of 

Hongkong and to the U.S. Consul General at Hongkong. In these letters, Froc gave his 

support to Manila and urged Governor Blake to “put this matter right and not allow the 

shipping community of all nations, not only at Hongkong, but along the whole coast of 

China to be deprived of so highly useful a benefit as such warnings which are fully 

appreciated.”

 Ironically, Doberck seemed unwilling to associate with the 

meteorological authorities in the neighborhood just because they were unofficial 

institutions. 

462 To the U.S. Consul at Hongkong, Froc noted that this matter was “a true 

misfortune for the shipping of all flags in the Far East.”463

                                                 
461 Doberck to Buckle, March 17, 1899, in HKRS842, 1/3, No.33. 
462 Froc to Sir Henry Blake (Governor of Hongkong), March 24, 1899, in HKRS842, No.28. 

 

463 Froc to Rounsevelle Wildman (U.S. Consul General), March 24, 1899. In China Mail, March 29, 1899, 
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In both letters, Froc revealed the situation of poor reciprocity between Doberck and 

his confreres at Shanghai. The Jesuit Director from Zikawei asked the Governor if any 

official order had been issued to the Hongkong Observatory for avoiding “all relations of 

any kinds with the Central Observatory at Zikawei,” since the furnishing of Observations 

and researches made at the Hongkong Observatory made in the year 1895. After this, the 

Zikawei Observatory received no further publications from the Hongkong Observatory. 

In the letter to the U.S. Consul General at Hongkong, Froc bitterly criticized that “the 

Director of the Kowloon Observatory is at liberty to refuse the help of all his colleagues 

in the Far East.” Furthermore, Froc continued, 

…..in the name of all the shipping Community, in these seas, I (Froc) protest 

against the representations of the Director of the Observatory at Hongkong, 

and I beg to ask you (the U.S. Consul General) to be so kind as to induce 

your (U.S.) Government to continue to assist the navigators by the sending to 

Shanghai and other ports of the coasts of such telegrams which are highly 

useful for saving human life during the typhoon season. Moreover, I must 

state that in too numerous cases the erroneous and troublesome telegrams 

were issued not from Manila, but from Hongkong. 

In the conclusion of the letter, Froc continued to criticize Doberck by lamenting that he 

was “at a loss to understand why men devoted to their duty to help sailors, would lose 

their time in speaking against their neighbours.” 

It was obvious that Father Froc was also misguided by Algué’s misrepresentation of 

Doberck’s Washington letter by putting emphasis on the “sensational” issue. The major 

reason uttered by Doberck and accepted by the U.S. meteorological authorities to stop 

                                                                                                                                                  
THE TYPHOON WARNINGS, LETTER FROM THE DIRECTOR OF ZIKAWEI OBSERVATORY. 
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transmission of Manila weather telegrams was not Doberck’s personal remarks on the 

Spanish priests. Rather, it was because the Manila telegrams had “trespassed” the 

respective territory of each government meteorological institution. They were scandalous, 

in Doberck’s view, for this reason, not for the accuracy of their prediction. 

 Before we turn to Doberck’s major point which did move the U.S. authorities in 

suspending the transmission of the Manila telegrams, the role of the media in this event 

should be analyzed. There was no letter from Doberck carried in the press during this 

period. We could easily find one-sided anti-Doberckian criticisms reinforcing each other 

centering on Algué’s distorted point. Further, two similar opinions appeared in the press 

in the first month which intensified the perennial public antagonism against Doberck. 

One was from the weekly column of “Fragrant Waters Murmur” in the China Mail; the 

other was a more bitter comment from the Manila Times, which was reprinted by the 

China Mail. “Fragrant Waters Murmur” was a special weekly column signed with the 

name “Brownie” and carried in the China Mail every Saturday since July 1885 to the 

1900s. It contained numerous short comments on news of that week. The columnist(s?) 

had been one of Doberck’s critics since the column was first carried in the paper.464 This 

time, for four Saturdays in a row, the contents of the column were fiery criticisms of the 

“Kowloon star-gazer” and his newly induced Manila incident.465

                                                 
464 For instance, FRAGRANT WATERS MURMUR, in China Mail of April 17, 1886 and June 5, 1886. 
465 China Mail, March 25, and April 1, 8, 15, FRAGRANT WATERS MURMUR. 

 The comments of the 

first week pointed out that the mode of Doberck’s “diplomacy” was “neither scientific 

nor polite.” Doberck was further accused of having committed a very great blunder on 

attacking the reverend Fathers at Manila. “Brownie” concurred with the existing 

comment that there were always rivalries between scientists; however, Doberck’s attack 
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was certainly not under the rule of “fair play,” on whose side the Colony usually stood. 

Therefore, it was glad to see at the same time, the uncalled-for attack of this “stormy 

petrel” called for the strongest action on the part of the Hongkong community and the 

Government. Furthermore, everyone, Brownie continued, would be glad to note that Mr. 

Whitehead and the Chamber of Commerce were “on the warpath.” 

 Antagonism toward Doberck formed not only murmurs and collective actions within 

Hongkong, an article from the Manila Times, a new English-language newspaper there, 

also carried a criticism against Doberck. Significantly, this long article was reprinted in 

the China Mail.466

Nobody in the whole Orient has ever said a word against them, except this 

German person in the British Observatory at Hongkong. We speak from 

 The Manila contemporary first presented the advantages of the 

Manila Jesuit directors to be the best typhoon forecasters, pointing out that “the nature of 

the storms and the comparative regularity with which they follow certain beaten tracks 

and obey certain rules of conduct are quite unique”. The position of the Philippines made 

the Manila Observatory the first to learn of their existence. With an observation network 

built by the Jesuit father-directors over all the islands, the conditions for predicting and 

following the course of these storms were “altogether better than those in any other part 

of the world.” In consequence, the Manila press continued, “the Manila storm warnings, 

the result of careful study of these collected observations, have hitherto been telegraphed 

to the Spanish Consuls in Hongkong, Shanghai and Singapore, and handed to the press 

for the public, by whom they have always been very highly appreciated.” However, to the 

Manila paper it was pitiful that, 

                                                 
466 China Mail, March 28, 1899, THE TYPHOON WARNINGS: SCATHING CRITICISM ON DR 
DOBERCK. 
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personal knowledge extending over ten years in all parts of the Orient. Herr 

Doberck has always been actuated by force animosity towards the Manila 

Observatory. 

The same rhetoric strategy appeared again in enlisting everyone “in the Orient” onto the 

side of Manila and isolating Doberck. No doubt that these assertions about Doberck’s 

attitude toward other private observers might be true, but it should be counted case by 

case. The Manila paper went on to propose the reasons for such supposed continued poor 

condition of Doberck’s glorious isolation: 

In the first place there is, no doubt, some professional jealousy. Scientists are 

often as remarkable for their bitter personal jealousies as for their scientific 

ability. Herr Doberck much more so: his scientific qualifications are not of 

the highest; he is an astronomer rather than a meteorologist. He holds no 

degrees or diplomas of such eminence as to create unlimited confidence in 

his judgment. He has no great experience of meteorology, and his book, ‘The 

Law of Storms in the Eastern Seas,’ giving directions to shipmasters how to 

manage a ship in a typhoon, is the laughing-stock of the sea-faring 

community in the East.467

It was noteworthy that such a common image about Doberck, such as his stereotyped 

jealousy, lack of qualifications as a meteorologist, and so on, was shared among people in 

places outside Hongkong. With the exchange of newspapers, the boundary of the 

imagined anti-Doberck league was extended across the coastal ports.

 

468

                                                 
467 This referred to a talk Doberck gave in 1893 at the British Mercantile Marine Officers’ Association after 
the publication of the pamphlet, in which the Chairman of the Association, Captain Tillett, disagreed with 
Doberck’s suggestion about the management of a vessel in a typhoon. For details, see Daily Press, June 24, 
1893, HOW TO MANAGE A SHIP IN A TYPHOON. 

 

468 For instance, the China Gazette, a newspaper of Shanghai, noted the incident in a very pungent way and 
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Faced with these overwhelming, biased and one-sided comments, both within and 

without Hongkong, Doberck was well aware of his situation under the fire of the 

anti-Doberck league. In Doberck’s reply to the Hongkong Governor for the requested 

explanation of his poor diplomacy regarding the Manila incident and the problem of 

official exchange with the Zikawei Observatory just raised by Father Froc, the isolated 

Director at Hongkong said that “in questions connected with original research the 

minority is always in the right.”469

The Governor asked Doberck if it was acceptable to publish his controversial letter 

(of November 5, 1898), as requested by the Chamber of Commerce. In reply, Doberck 

complained to the Governor that he had written hundreds of pages about typhoons during 

the past sixteen years and had partly annihilated danger to ships from typhoons, but all 

these writings had in no way modified the ideas upon the subject entertained by the 

Chamber of Commerce since sixteen years ago. The unappreciated Director then 

lamented that he “might as well argue against Columbkill with an Irish peasant or against 

Old Moore’s Almanac with some English peasant.” Doberck therefore suggested that the 

publication of his letter to Moore would serve no useful purpose.

 Nevertheless, he did not seem to realize that his duty 

as a meteorological forecaster in public service was not confined to mere “original 

research.” 

470

At the first internal investigation, the new Governor seemed to be affected by the 

anti-Doberckian voice centered on Algué’s distortion. A government memorandum of 

 

                                                                                                                                                  
was reprinted by “Brownie” in the China Mail (April 15). The Shanghai press concluded saying: “The 
incident raised a typhoon in the Colony (Hongkong), which was the only occasion on which the Colonial 
Meteorologist ever gave the first warning of an approaching storm to the public.” 
469 Doberck to the Colonial Secretary (of the British Colonial Government of Hongkong), April 5, 1899, in 
HKRS842, 1/3, No.28a.. Governor Blake was even confused by the existence of the Zikawei Observatory 
(of Shanghai) and asked in the minutes if there were two Jesuit Observatories at Manila. 
470 Doberck, ibid. 
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March 23 asked Doberck to furnish the Manila telegrams at hand and explain how 

sensational they were. In response, Doberck provided copies of all the Manila telegrams 

of 1897, which were printed in Hongkong newspapers, and copies of the corresponding 

reports issued by the Hongkong Observatory in the China Coast Meteorological 

Register.471

The Colonial Secretary replied to Doberck, noting that Governor Blake did review 

and compare Doberck’s enclosures of typhoon warnings between observatories of Manila 

and Hongkong. However, quite contrary to Doberck’s wish, the Governor found that of 

the 19 typhoon notices issued by the Spanish Priests in 1897, as shown in the list attached 

to Doberck’s letter, some 14 or 15 were reproduced by Doberck in his meteorological 

register and forecast. Worse still, the Governor discovered that in many cases Doberck’s 

information was reported later than that supplied by the Manila Observatory, and that the 

barometric and other readings quoted in the China Coast Meteorological Register were 

from Manila and other stations East of Cape St. James (Saigon). This negative conclusion 

against Doberck led to unfavorable judgment of the Governor on Doberck, and that there 

did not appear to be sufficient ground for the assertions made in his November 5 letter to 

Moore.

 Such copies were also enclosed in Doberck’s original correspondence to 

Moore. 

472

 A further proof came from other experts, who also had a harsh verdict on Doberck. 

The Governor consulted the Harbour Master of the Colonial Government and officers in 

the British and German navies. They were asked as to evaluate the practical utility or 

 

                                                 
471 Doberck to Buckle, March 24, 1899, in HKRS842, 1/3, No.33. 
472 J. H. Stewart Lockhart (Colonial Secretary) to Doberck, March 30, 1899, in HKRS842, 1/3, No.33. The 
total number of warning telegrams from Manila in 1897 (19) was different from that (15) counted by the 
special correspondent of the China Mail, who wrote series of detailed reports on the Manila Observatory, 
China Mail, April 19, 1899, MANILA OBSERVATORY. 
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otherwise of the Manila warnings. The Governor found that there appeared to be but 

unanimous opinion among them, as among the mercantile community, all commending 

the warnings and the utility of their early publication in Hongkong. For Governor Blake, 

these were solid evidences to refute Doberck’s accusation of “the alleged scandal caused 

by the publication of the telegraphic warnings from Manila.” Blake concluded in his 

investigation that Doberck’s accusation was not scientific and Doberck were thus 

mistaken in his assumption that he had authority to make the request conveyed in his 

letter to Moore, which had been accepted by the United States Authorities as an official 

request from the Hongkong Government. However, as I have pointed out, all points 

related to the “sensational” issue was misguided. 

 On March 28, the Hongkong Government addressed a letter to the U.S. Military 

Governor in the Philippines, stating that Doberck’s request to Moore was unauthorized by 

the Hongkong Government and that the mercantile community had “intimated through 

the local Chamber of Commerce their appreciation of the telegraphic warnings conveyed 

by the Manila Observatory and the extreme regret with which they would view their 

discontinuance.” In consequence, the Governor of Hongkong hoped that the order for the 

discontinuance of meteorological intimations may be rescinded by the U.S. Authorities 

there.473 The U.S. Authority at Manila did remove the prohibition on April 3 upon receipt 

of the letter.474

 On the same day, the Governor also replied to the Hongkong General Chamber of 

 The imminent crisis arisen from the discontinuation of Manila warnings 

was thus resolved, at least to the opponents of Doberck. 

                                                 
473 Lockhart to the Secretary of the Military Governor in the Philippines, March 28, 1899, in China Mail, 
April 15, 1899, MANILA OBSERVATORY: APPRECIATIVE LETTER FROM HONGKONG 
GOVERNMENT. It was noteworthy that this reprinted official letter was furnished by Father Algué and 
published originally in the Manila Times of April 11. 
474 Letter from E. Otis (Major and Inspector General, U.S.V., Secretary) to Algué, April 3, in China Mail, 
April 15, 1899. The prohibition thus effected during the period from February 27 to April 3. 
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Commerce, stating that Doberck’s request to Moore was unauthorized by the Government. 

The Governor further explained that Doberck had acted under the belief that he had for 

several years the necessary authority for his communication with the Chief of the 

Weather Bureau at Washington. Governor Blake also noted that Doberck’s mistake had 

already been pointed out to him. Furthermore, “Intimation has been made to the Military 

Governor of the Philippines that the request was unauthorized, and a hope expressed that 

the order for the discontinuance of the Meteorological information would be rescinded. 

The Military Governor has also been informed of the appreciation of your Chamber of 

the warnings sent from time to time.”475

It was also on March 28 that Doberck defended himself against the inter-port public 

censure on his letter to Moore. He still tried to argue that all warnings from the Hongkong 

Observatory were accurate as evaluated by him in light of the percentage of success. The 

rating of which was, Doberck asserted, abreast of that attained in England and America. 

The warnings from the Hongkong Observatory, i.e., the China Coast Meteorological 

Register, were regularly issued in bound copies at the end of the year and ready to be 

examined. In contrast, in both Manila and Shanghai, they had no such self-verification of 

their success and failure. This, Doberck accused, was not countenanced by 

meteorologists.

 This favorable official response to the Chamber 

was reprinted in the Hongkong press together with the Chamber’s petition letter of March 

21. Once again, the newspaper-enhanced public opinion heralded their triumph over “the 

very scientific man.” 

476

                                                 
475 China Mail, April 4, 1899. 
476 Doberck to the Colonial Secretary, of March 28, in HKRS842, 1/3, No.28a. Verification by rate of 
success or failure in predictions was one of the practical methods dealing with the “inexact” nature of 
meteorological science. It was developed by Cleveland Abbe. 

 Indeed, it seemed that no one had ever examined the rate of success in 

predictions in the incident except Doberck himself. The old public prejudice upon the 
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Director, as he was cantankerous enough to isolate himself from all others, dominated the 

whole public communication. 

Doberck himself had to be responsible for the misguidance of his accusation. He put 

too much effort in protesting and defending extraneous points. In the same reply to the 

Governor, which added the issue of the official exchange with Zikawei, Doberck accused 

once more plagiarism committed not only by Manila but also by Zikawei. These two 

observatories were entitled to receive Doberck’s yearly publication of the Hongkong 

Observatory, but the Jesuit fathers, Doberck accused, printed them without 

acknowledgement. Unfortunately, no one paid heed or replied to this accusation, neither 

Algué nor the others. Doberck’s friend seemed to exist only far away in Washington, D.C., 

who agreed with his suggestion in suspending the transmission of the Manila telegrams. 

Nevertheless, their reason for concurring with Doberck was overwhelmed by the above 

controversial arguments focusing on whether or not the Manila telegrams were 

sensational. 

 

“International courtesy” in meteorology and the case of the New York Herald 

 The “sensational” issue largely burdened the time and energy of Doberck and others 

responding to the incident. It occupied most lines of the official minutes of the Hongkong 

Government. However, the crucial reason for Doberck to write to Washington, asking for 

suspension of the Manila telegrams, was reiterated by Doberck in his original letter to his 

later defendant.477

                                                 
477 Doberck to the Colonial Secretary, March 17, 21 in HKRS842, 1/3, No.33; and March 28 in HKRS842, 
1/3, No.28a. 

 To cite Doberck in his original words, his request to Moore had its 

basis on “international regulations,” which were laid down for the guidance of 
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meteorological authorities. The regulation governed the situation for “an authority in one 

country to issue storm warnings in the district covered by an authority of another 

country.” Whether the warnings were sensational or not was not the main concern. 

 In the letter of November 5, 1898, Doberck reminded his U.S. confreres of a similar 

precedent that happened between the United States and European countries, in which the 

U.S. meteorological authorities “most courteously assisted the Meteorological Office in 

London to put a stop to the New York Herald storm warnings, which interfered so 

materially with the work of the British Meteorological authority.” The reason for their 

being suspended was, Doberck noted, that the telegraphed American storm warnings 

“were doing harm” to European countries.478 The Herald had an extensive information 

source, including data from ships arriving at New York after crossing the North Atlantic 

and also observations from on-shore stations. In addition to the data from the Signal 

Corps of the U.S. Army, the weather intelligence of that private press also came from 

British Columbia, and from Central America and Mexico. 479  Katherine Anderson 

observed that the Herald’s storm warnings were a further blow to British pride in 

meteorology after a comparison of the scale of observation network and success 

percentage of prediction with those of the United States. The cross-Atlantic warnings 

were gratefully publicized in Europe and became, Anderson observed, somewhat a 

humiliating proceeding for British meteorologists.480

Facing this private challenge of trans-national warning telegrams by the New York 

 

                                                 
478 Doberck to the Colonial Secretary, March 17, 1899, in HKRS842, 1/3, No.33. 
479 The Herald issued its first cross-Atlantic warning on February 14, 1877. See Jerome J. Collins, “The 
American Storm Warnings,” in Nature, 18:444 (1878), 4-6; 18:445 (1878), 31-34; 18:446 (1878), 61-63. An 
example carried in the Times of London (July 5, 1877, p.12) went: “The following Cable dispatch has been 
received at the London Office of the New York Herald:----‘Storm centre will arrive on British and French 
coasts probably 5th or 6th. North-east to south-west gales, rain, and lightning. Warn out-bound vessels.’” 
480 Anderson, Predicting the weather: Victorians and the science of meteorology (Chicago: University of 
Chicago Press, 2005), 248-250. 
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Herald Weather Service, not only British but also the U.S. meteorological officers 

responded promptly. In an article introducing the British official weather forecasting, 

Robert H. Scott, the Director of the British Meteorological Office, admired the great 

public spirit and liberty of the proprietor of the New York Herald and acknowledged that 

these American storm warnings had enjoyed an “undeniable popularity with the 

newspaper-reading public” at England.481

The Herald’s warnings, under careful verification by meteorologists in Europe or 

America, Scott asserted, were not satisfactory. He quoted a study by Professor Cleveland 

Abbe of the Chief Signal Office at Washington, asserting that only 17 percent of his 

American private fellow’s warning telegrams to Europe were “quite right.” Added to this 

number was 23 percent for the “partially right,” Scott continued, and the remaining 60 

percent was totally inaccurate. Another review by Scott himself in March 1878 showed a 

similar figure of 57.5 percent failure. Meanwhile, Scott noted that the analysis by the 

Herald itself gave much higher figures than those given above. “In one year at least 99 

 However, Scott hereafter commented bitterly 

that, the mode of preparation of these telegraphic announcements, and the fact on which 

they were based, were unfortunately kept secret by the Herald. These warnings, Scott 

continued, as was generally supposed, founded solely on the conditions of weather 

prevailing in the United States; hence, “we are in a position to show that not a quarter of 

them could be correct.” Then Scott cited the research done by Captain Hoffmeyer, head 

of the Danish Meteorological Service, pointing out that only about one fifth of the 

Northwestern Atlantic storms could possibly have been predicted by the Herald. 

                                                 
481 Scott, Forecasting the Weather, II, Good Words, 22 (1881), 565-570, in which the proprietor of the New 
York Herald, James Gordon Bennett (Jr.) was pointed out. In fact, Jerome J. Collins, who was hired by 
Bennett as the Scientific Editor for his newspaper, was the key figure of the enterprising weather service. 
Collins wrote an introduction of the history and operation of this private weather office: “The American 
Storm Warnings,” in Collins, op. cit. 
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percent of success was claimed.”482 Another article had also verified the Herald’s 

cross-Atlantic warnings. Out of a complete list of twenty-seven warnings issued between 

March 1 and September 30, 1878, only one was counted as failure.483 Thus, there were 

various verifications which contradicted with one another. Nevertheless, it was obvious 

that the success rate was low according to the opponent of the Herald. Almost twenty 

years later, when Cleveland Abbe reviewed the Herald’s weather service, he claimed that 

his negative verification of those telegrammed warnings (of 17 percent “quite right”) was 

“so widely distributed in England and so convincing that it soon became undesirable for 

the enterprising Anglo-American newspaper to continue such work.”484

Abbe was later one of the few supporters of Dr. Doberck at Hongkong. Verification 

as a normal code in meteorological prediction was their common language, and became 

the criterion which distinguished their government weather service from the private 

“sensational” one. To support the decision of Moore in suspending the Manila warning 

telegrams, Abbe, as the founding-editor of the Monthly Weather Review, wrote an article 

titled “International Courtesy” in April 1889, a time when the overwhelming criticism of 

the Manila incident had not yet reached the U.S. In it, the “official” statement of the U.S. 

meteorological authorities in suspending the Manila warning telegrams was addressed. 

The incident of the New York Herald became a case for Abbe to account for the decision 

of Washington. He introduced it as “About 1878, when a private party in New York gave 

great offence to the British Meteorological Office, great scandal (the same phrase used by 

Doberck) to practical meteorology, and great annoyance to the British public by frequent 

publication in England of storms about to arrive from America.” 

 

                                                 
482 Scott, ibid. 
483 Charles Halford Thompson, American Storm-warnings, The Gentleman’s Magazine, 245:1787 (1879), 
597-615. 
484 Abbe, International Courtesy, Monthly Weather Review, 27:4 (1899), 160-161. 
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 Abbe recollected the action taken by the U.S. meteorological authority at that time. 

It was Albert James Myer (1828-1880), the Chief Signal Office Brigadier General, who 

took charge of a national weather service mandated by the US Congress. According to 

Abbe, General Myer was obliged (by Scott?) to explain that he, personally, had no 

authority in the matter of the New York Herald weather service in Europe. Myer 

addressed that he could, Abbe cited, of course, prevent the publication of unauthorized 

weather predictions within the United States, but not in Great Britain. However, Abbe 

continued, “realizing that we might, as individuals, privately assist our colleagues in their 

dilemma, the Editor made a quite careful examination of every prediction that had been 

published in this unofficial manner in England.” The cleavage between official and 

private weather service was emphasized, and a code of international courtesy in 

“national” meteorology was framed in depreciating those private counterparts.485

Several times in the history of the (U.S.) Weather Bureau, both under the 

Secretary of War and the Secretary of Agriculture, it has happened that the 

Bureau has found it necessary to adopt certain rules appropriate to the 

courteous intercourse of nations as equals. Such rules may sometimes have 

seemed to make science subordinate and national honor supreme. This is as it 

should be, although we occasionally find an unreasonable independent 

thinker who will not willingly submit to this or any other form of 

 

  It was thus not surprising to see Abbe, in the very beginning of that manifesto for 

the monopoly of a national weather service, responding to questions regarding the Manila 

incident that had lately “excited so much public attention,” addressing that, 

                                                 
485 The so-called international courtesy in meteorology was also significantly framed by several 
international conferences in the second half of the nineteenth century. The participants of these conferences 
were national delegates from Euro-American countries. 
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subordination…..The present question (of the Manila incident) is not as to 

the study of storms, or the ability to predict them, but as the right of issuing 

public predictions that may in any way bear the stamp of official 

authority….. 

When introducing the Jesuit weather service in Manila, Abbe named it as “a 

voluntary storm-warning system” for both the Philippines and the adjacent coasts of Asia. 

The private service, Abbe continued, originated in the inter-colonial condition that “The 

French, German, English, Spanish, and native authorities stood in such complex relations 

to each other that out of pure courtesy and conservatism, and because nobody else offered 

to do the work, they all allowed the voluntary work of the Manila Observatory to go on 

from year to year.” Abbe observed, now that Spanish Government had relinquished 

national rights in the Philippines, yet the Jesuits at the Manila Observatory were “loath to 

surrender their old-time privileges.” And, this, in accordance with Doberck, Abbe 

proposed, should be amended by the U.S. Weather Bureau as marked out itself by abiding 

to the international courtesy. Abbe gave his definite answers by asking “If the 

meteorologists at Manila have anything to communicate relative to storms approaching 

China, Japan, or colonial stations, such as Hongkong, why can not the communication be 

sent, as a matter of international courtesy, to the meteorological offices of these places? 

Why should not the latter bear the responsibility of giving proper local warnings? Why 

should local papers and harbormasters circulate warnings from irresponsible parties?” 

These points would probably have irritated those pro-Manila and against Doberck 

because the question of death or life, not that of the international courtesy, was of their 

vital concerns. At the end of Abbe’s article, he warned that, 

It is disastrous to science whenever one man or one institution overrides, 
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absorbs, or destroys the honest work of his neighbors. “Cooperation and not 

monopoly,” is the only principle that can lead to success in the study and 

practice of meteorology. 

This was ironically the very opinion of Doberck’s opponents, the anxious and furious 

though not very surprised, inter-port mercantile community. 

 

The U.S. authority’s reply and the contested meteorological sovereignty 

 The position of the U.S. meteorological authority on “international courtesy” as 

expressed by Abbe was reaffirmed by Dr. Willis Moore. Following Abbe’s argument of 

international courtesy, Moore further protested that the Manila telegrams were prohibited 

because they were sent into the “territory” covered by the Hongkong Observatory.486

The anti-Doberckian voice seemed to arouse a wider agitation at the U.S. Capitol 

rather than at Moore himself. According to a Washington correspondence in the New York 

Times of June 4, the suspension of the Manila warnings had received attention from 

“many official and diplomatic quarters, including the British and French Embassies.”

 The 

U.S. meteorological official acknowledged that this was the exact reason, rather than 

Doberck’s other accusation against Manila, behind Washington’s decision of suspending 

transmission of weather telegrams from Manila. However, soon after the suspension was 

effected, Moore perceived the overwhelming public opinions against Doberck expressed 

from the Far East. Moore noted on June 5, 1899, that “numerous efforts have been made 

on the part of the Manila Observatory, and others, to have this action (the suspension) 

reversed.” 

487

                                                 
486 Moore to Doberck, June 5, 1899, in HKRS842, 1/3, No.33. 
487 New York Times, THE MANILA WEATHER BUREAU: British Authorities Request that Storm 
Warnings Be Discontinued, June 4, 1899, p.8. 
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A stream of the anti-Doberckian flood came from an American female journalist and 

writer, Eliza Ruhamah Scidmore, who was staying in Japan at that time. Scidmore had 

furnished a letter from Yokohama to Washington, which enclosed two Manila papers, 

criticizing at the suspension of Manila warning telegrams by the U.S. authority. She 

accused that the action was a: 

suppression of scientific work at the Manila Observatory by unconsidered, 

tyrannical mandate from the American Government at Washington. The 

whole thing is monstrous and irregular, as the Government was not asked to 

persecute and oppress the Jesuit scientists at Manila by the Hongkong 

Government official; only the unauthorized request of their jealous 

meteorologist, addressing the Washington Weather Bureau directly, was 

needed to bring about the first hasty move of the War Department since War 

began.488

 Moore had received Scidmore’s accusation letter and wrote a reply to her. In this 

Yokohama-going correspondence, Moore defended both for his decision and the 

 

It was obvious that the Hongkong Government’s public statement reached Japan through 

the inter-port circulation of newspapers, bringing Scidmore to the awareness that 

Doberck’s letter to Moore was unauthorized. It was also obvious that Scidmore was 

standing on the anti-Doberckian side when she asked Moore to undo his unhappy work as 

he put through the unofficial request of “the Hongkong meddler.” This inter-port 

information circuit had its extension to a once treaty port at Japan and then went further 

to Washington. 

                                                 
488 Scidmore to an unknown person, April 23, 1899, in Moore to Scidmore, June 2, 1899, in HKRS842, 1/3, 
No.33. 
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“Hongkong meddler.” The Chief of the U.S. Weather Bureau (Moore) first expressed 

regret and surprise that a person like Scidmore, who had such extensive information, 

should “place such implicit confidence in a newspaper report inspired by interested 

persons. It hardly comport with fair-mindedness to form a radically intemperate opinion 

and to express the same without having full information in regard to both sides of a 

question.”489

The Canadian Meteorological service never presumes to issue a forecast or 

storm warning for any territory under the sovereignty of the United States, 

notwithstanding the fact that it has an efficiently organized system of 

meteorological observatories in its possession and receives, daily, the 

observations taken in the United States. Neither does the United States, 

although having in its possession, observations daily from all of the 

 

Moore then explained the consideration on his side in the action of which he never 

thought as “monstrous”. The difference between official and private meteorological 

institutions and that the former had its “territory” were again marked out. He reminded 

Scidmore that the so-called “Hongkong meddler” was Dr. Doberck, the Director of the 

British Meteorological Observatory. Doberck was the one, Moore reminded, who had 

supervision over meteorological matters for the British Government in China. “Were he 

to formulate weather forecasts and send them into our territory at Manila he would indeed 

be a meddler with matters foreign to his country and to the territory over which his 

reports should receive circulation, and doubtless would, with propriety ask to be relieved 

of his meddling interference.” Moore took instance from within the range of the U.S. 

weather administration, and pointed out that, 

                                                 
489 Moore to Scidmore, June 2, 1899, in HKRS842, 1/3, No.33. 
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meteorological observatories, both in Canada and in the United States, 

presume to issue warnings for territory covered by the sovereignty of Great 

Britain. If the meteorological service of the British Government in Canada 

should request that we telegraph to the ports of Canada our opinion as to the 

coming of a storm, we should do so, but we would feel that we were 

immodestly intruding ourselves were we to take such action unasked. 

Nevertheless, notions of territory and sovereignty were nonsense or irrelevant to the 

inter-port community along the seaboard of the northwestern Pacific, which faced 

directly the most dreaded typhoons. 

 Moore continued to tell the far extension of the “territory” of the Hongkong 

Observatory and the comparative want of the Manila Jesuits. He pointed out that the 

British Government had a “chief observatory” at Hongkong and had a chain of 

meteorological observatories scattered northeastward for a distance of over 1,500 miles 

and southward for a distance of 800 or 1,000 miles.490

                                                 
490 On the extensive but tenuous coverage of this network, mainly composed of observation stations of the 
Chinese Imperial Maritime Customs in the foreign inspectorate, see Chapter 4. 

 In addition, Moore emphasized, 

the Hongkong Observatory received reports from Bolinao, on the Island of Luzon. In this 

statement, Moore assumed that Scidmore might accordingly learn, probably for the first 

time, that the Hongkong Observatory had a complete system of observatories under its 

control. Moreover, such a system was absolutely necessary in order to make forecasts that 

were worthy of serious attention of mariners. In contrast, Moore reminded Scidmore that 

the Manila Observatory, having no cable connection with the extensive system of islands 

to the southeast, could thus not get that simultaneous survey of air condition so essential 

to the making of the most accurate weather forecasts. 
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 Moore’s comparison of the necessary facilities for issuing reliable forecasts seemed 

to imply that Hongkong was more competitive in accuracy than Manila. Moore continued 

to argue that Hongkong’s advantage did not alter the fact that the Manila Observatory did 

send storm warnings to a territory, which was already “efficiently protected by the British 

system,” which was the very reason why Moore recommended the associated U.S. 

authorities to confine the Manila warnings to the territory under the U.S. control. 

There is no question as to the correctness of the position assumed by this 

Bureau, or to the just ground for complaint on the part of the Director of the 

British Meteorological Service. We shall not reverse our action, unless 

requested to do so by the British Government (as what did happen), no 

matter if some local papers printed in the English language and located in 

British territory do criticize the Director of the British service. I believe the 

Manila Observatory to be officered by competent men, able scientifically to 

do much good for the region of the Philippines, but surely they should 

confine themselves to the territory over which their own Government has 

control. 

With this conclusion, Moore waived the controversial “sensational” issue and defended 

both his and Doberck’s position. A reiteration appeared in the July issue of the National 

Geographic Magazine published in 1899. Titled “Meteorology in Philippines,” the article 

was actually a detailed report of the Manila incident. Considering that this report, of that 

D.C.-based magazine, was composed of the same sentences with the same evidences and 

arguments in Moore’s letter to Scidmore, one could easily suggest that it was from Moore 

himself. It shared the same perspective of Moore when it went, “the relative accuracy or 

value of the warnings issued by the Hongkong and Manila observatories and the 
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comparative scientific attainments of the directors of these observatories had, under the 

condition presented, no bearing upon the subject.”491

 This favorable protest for Doberck was absolutely not appreciated by the inter-port 

community in the Far East, from Manila, Hongkong, Shanghai, to Yokohama. Almost no 

voice was there standing for the maverick meteorological forecaster in Hongkong. The 

comparatively little but crucial support from meteorological authorities outside the Far 

East seemed to account for Doberck’s survival through the overwhelming inter-port 

discourse on his incompetence, not only in the Manila incident but also on other 

occasions. One of them in 1907, regarding a support from the meteorological authority 

“at Home,” will be introduced in the next section. In settling the Manila incident, one 

official in the Hongkong Government insightfully observed that the “Jesuits seem intent 

with a view of attracting public attention and sympathy.”

 The article further appraised very 

warmly Doberck as the Director of the Hongkong Observatory for he “by years of 

well-directed work and study, established an excellent service and gained an enviable 

standing as a meteorologist,” and was “unquestionably entitled to the consideration and 

courtesy which usage has accorded to directors of the meteorological services.” 

492

                                                 
491 Meteorology in the Philippines, in National Geographic Magazine, 10:7 (1899), 271-272. 
492 Minutes of Assistant Colonial Secretary (J. G. T. Buckle), May 9, 1899, in HKRS842, 1/3, No.28a. 

 Indeed, the Jesuits launched 

a war of propaganda against Doberck. The war, which started since the very beginning of 

these observatories, was engaged in and mediated by the press, through which the public 

opinion regarding the vital issue of typhoon warnings was framed and envisioned. The 

“public” in this case was not subjects of respective colonial sovereignty, British or 

American. In fact, they had their own common judgment upon the performance of the 

related observer-forecasters. In their words, it was a question of “efficiency” in weather 
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service, a criterion beyond the scope of sovereignty. Juxtaposition of different sources of 

weather intelligence, though meddling with the monolithic sovereignty as claimed by the 

government meteorologists, was of their highest importance. 

 

Manufacturing of the “Hongkong Typhoon” of September 18, 1906 

 The Manila incident was not Doberck’s first attack against his forecasting confreres 

at Manila and Shanghai. The rivalry had its long history. In one of the anti-Doberckian 

articles in the press, an editorial pointed out without exaggeration: 

Dr. DOBERCK from the first day of his arrival in Hongkong did all he could, 

conversationally and otherwise, to deprecate the work of the Jesuits, and we 

have now before us copy of a letter addressed by him to Sir ROBERT HART, 

in December, 1891, in which he meanly endeavoured to induce the Inspector 

General to forbid all communication of Meteorological Observations from 

Chinese ports (including South Cape, Formosa) to Manila except through 

him.493

This accusation was founded on a letter from Doberck to Robert Hart. He requested Hart 

to communicate the Customs’ meteorological messages to, and derive them, in Doberck’s 

own words, “a single central office,” that was, the Hongkong Observatory. However, this 

request was denied by Hart, who had previously authorized the sending of the Custom’s 

data to Zikawei, and also under a special request, the sending of South Cape’s data to 

Manila.

 

494

The image of a complete and extensive system of British meteorological observation 

 

                                                 
493 Hongkong Telegraph, March 20, 1899. 
494 Hart (via his Chief Secretary) to Doberck, June 15, 1892, in HKRS842, 1/1, No.75. 
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network centered in Hongkong, which was harbored by the Washington weather 

authorities’ (Abbe and Moore), was thus far from true. Another “private” institution 

existed there as a counterpart central office. The territory of the Hongkong Observatory 

was, in this case, overlapping with the territory of Zikawei. These two central 

observatories for China zigzagged with each other not only in data collection, but also in 

the inter-port communication of issuing forecasts. The idea of a monolithic, exclusive 

sovereignty seemed incompatible with the telegraphic meteorology in nineteenth-century 

Far East. 

Zikawei’s counterattack on Doberck could also be traced back to years before Father 

Froc’s letter regarding the Manila incident and the scanty reciprocity. It was launched by 

the previous Director of the Zikawei Observatory, Father Stanislas Chevalier. 495 

According to the distribution of seventy mercantile-sponsored sets of observational 

instrument among shipmasters and captains, Father Chevalier established and presided 

over the Shanghai Meteorological Society since 1892. This Society demonstrated and 

reinforced the close relation of the Observatory and the shipping and commercial bodies 

at Shanghai. Most of the Society’s members came from the British Mercantile Marine 

Officers’ Association at Shanghai. The Society’s first annual meeting was held at the 

rooms of the Association.496

                                                 
495 Father Chevalier went to China and worked with the Director of the Zikawei Observatory, Father 
Dechevrens, in 1883, a time almost the same with Doberck in Hongkong. For a brief biography of 
Chevalier, see Udías, Searching the Heavens and the Earth, 298; for a longer introduction in French, see J. 
Lapparent, Le R. P. Stanislas Chevalier, 1852-1930 (Jersey: Maison Saint-Louis, 1937). 
496 Chevalier, Shanghai Meteorological Society First Annual Report for the Year 1892 (Zikawei: The 
Catholic Mission Press, Tou-sè-wè Orphan’s Asylum, 1893). 

 The aim of the Society, as set in the provisional regulations, 

was to “further by study and observations meteorological knowledge in general, but 

especially the knowledge of the maritime meteorology of Eastern Asia, such as the 

normal meteorological conditions prevailing along the coast, the law of storms, typhoons 
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etc.” The Society’s geographical emphasis on “coast” and particular concern of typhoons 

highlighted the nature of meteorology in China or East Asia in the late nineteenth century. 

With such society for distinctive interests, the Jesuit Directors in Zikawei and Manila 

seemed to form a firmer connection with seafarers, the majority of the inter-port 

community, than Doberck. 

In contrast to Zikawei’s close relation with seafarers at Shanghai, which was 

consolidated by the institution of the Meteorological Society there, Doberck was often in 

tension with shipmasters and captains at Hongkong. In the public censure on the Manila 

incident, as cited above, Doberck was recollected to be considered “the laughing-stock of 

the sea-faring community in the East.” Captain Alexander Tillett (1844-1907), Marine 

Superintendent of the Canadian Pacific Railway Company’s steamers, presiding over the 

British Mercantile Marine Officers’ Association at Hongkong since 1892, might be the 

best known among Doberck’s seafaring opponents.497

                                                 
497 NCDN, October 29, 1892. The B. M. M. O. Association at Hongkong was established on August 12, 
1890. Samuel Ashton, then Captain of the steamer Haitan of Douglas, Lapraik & Co., was the first 
President before Tillett. See China Mail, August 13 and 14, 1890. Ashton died on July 5, 1893. His funeral 
was very largely attended by Hongkong’s shipping community, including Captains Tillett, G. C. Anderson 
(Marine Superintendent and Marine Surveyor for Local Insurance Offices), and E. Burnie (Lloyd’s 
Surveyor). See Hongkong Telegraph, July 7, 1893. 

 Tillett had been one of the three 

members in a committee appointed by the Governor under the request of the General 

Chamber of Commerce in August 1893. The goal of this Committee was to inquire into 

the system adopted at the Hongkong Observatory of issuing meteorological reports and 

furnishing weather forecasts. The Observatory Committee was composed of nautical men 

from British Navy and the mercantile marine at Hongkong, including A. W. Miller (R.N., 

Master Attendant of the Naval Yard), Tillett, Captain F. D. Goddard (of Douglas Lapraik 

& Co.), and Captain G. C. Anderson (Marine Superintendent and Marine Surveyor of 



 291 

Indo-China Steam Navigation Co.).498

These nautical members later resigned from the Committee in protest against their 

opinions being distorted by the Chairman’s (Doberck’s) draft of the Committee report. In 

the report, Doberck asserted that these seafarers were not meteorologists and had no 

knowledge of the subject. Tillett’s suggestion of making daily isobaric weather charts 

between Shanghai and Cape St. James was mocked by Doberck as a proof of Tillett’s 

ignorance of the limited number of telegraphic reporting stations. The number of stations 

was 18 at that time, far fewer than the required number of 300, as estimated by Doberck. 

The weather charts covering such area would, Doberck continued, cost two million 

dollars a year, an incredible and ridiculous amount to the Hongkong public. To answer 

Captain Anderson’s inquiry regarding the reciprocity between Hongkong and the two 

Jesuit Observatories at Shanghai and Manila, Doberck replied that all communication 

was made constantly, including telegraphed data, manuscripts and all publications. He 

also denied the existence of any obstacles between him and the Jesuit forecasters. The 

resignation of the nautical members and the unreasonable estimation suggested by 

Doberck soon aroused another storm in the Hongkong press and frustrated again the 

already discontented shipping community. A correspondence to the China Mail 

concluded that this Committee was “An Official Joke on Typhoons.”

  

499

Doberck’s relation with the telegraph companies was also in question. Weather 

telegrams among meteorological stations became, in the 1890s, a heavy burden to the 

 

                                                 
498 For a collection of the correspondence concerning the origin and unfavorable end of the Committee, see 
Meteorological Reports and Weather Forecasts, in HKGG, October 7, 1893, 1041-1054. Tillett suggested 
adding Captain Burnie to the Committee as an additional member, but this was denied by Chairman 
Doberck. 
499 China Mail, April 17, 1894. A similar seafarers’ protest letter against Doberck, after the Manila incident, 
via the Chamber of Commerce to the Hongkong Government, appeared again on September 16, 1902, 
signed by masters of 38 steamers on the China coast. See China Mail, September 27, 1902. 



 292 

telegraph companies, which courteously transmitted them without charge. Under the 

request of the Joint Telegraph Companies of the Great Northern and the Eastern 

Extension, Father Chevalier at Shanghai proposed a general gale code of weather 

telegrams for the Far East in April 1897. The abridged code could help reduce the length 

of wordy telegrams.500 While Manila’s agreement to the proposal was to be solicited, 

unfortunately, the Shanghai code was denied by Doberck. He noted to the Governor that 

such was not necessary for some of the codes were about winter storms in the north 

which were irrelevant to Hongkong. Doberck then protested again, upholding the idea of 

territory and the monopoly of issuing weather messages. 501  In reply, Father Froc 

explained Father Chevalier’s proposal to the Hongkong Governor, stating that even the 

warning of winter storms in the north was important for navigators leaving Hongkong to 

the north. Doberck’s refusal was thus, Froc continued, “seriously hurtful to the interests 

of navigators of all countries, first of all to the English as theirs is the flag the most 

frequently present in these waters.”502 The Hongkong Observatory “agreed to differ” on 

the Jesuit proposal but soon responded to the complaints made by the heavily burdened 

telegraph companies. In the second half of 1897, Figg had accordingly arranged an 

alternative solution with the manager of the Eastern Extension Telegraph Company at 

Hongkong (Mr. von der Pfordten). The result was the “Code used by the Eastern 

Extension Telegraph Company for forwarding storm warnings issued by the Hongkong 

Observatory.”503

                                                 
500 W. Bullard (Acting Manager in China of the Joint Telegraph Companies) to Steward Lockhart (Colonial 
Secretary of Hongkong), April 19, 1897, in HKRS842, 1/2, No.67. 
501 To cite Doberck’s words: “in every country, I said, there must be one central office, to which the 
observations are telegraphed, and from which the storm-warnings are issued.” See letter from Doberck to 
the Colonial Secretary, April 21, 1897, in HKRS842, 1/2, No.67. 
502 Froc to Williams Robinson (the Hongkong Governor), May 26, 1897, in HKRS842, 1/2, No.67.  
503 Doberck to the Colonial Secretary, December 19, 1897, in HKRS842, 1/2, No.67.  

 In fact, Robert Hart of the Chinese Maritime Customs agreed to adopt 
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Zikawei’s unified code in September (1897).504

 Doberck’s poor public relation with the seafaring people under his meteorological 

jurisdiction, and with his Jesuit forecaster-confreres in the neighboring “districts,” was 

finally responsible for his departure from Hongkong in 1907. On September 18, 1906, a 

typhoon hit the Colony. The center of that typhoon passed quickly over Hongkong 

between 8:30 a.m. and 11 a.m. It was so small in size that neither Canton nor Macao felt 

its effect at the same time, according to the wind records kept at these two places. The 

swiftness of the typhoon caused great loss. According to a detailed report by the 

Hongkong Government to London, the suddenness of the typhoon gave no time to 

steamers and native crafts to escape from it. In addition to the ships of the Imperial and 

Colonial Governments and exclusive of all steam-launches, European constructed lighters 

and all native crafts, 9 vessels were totally foundered and 23 stranded. The total number 

 The glorious isolation of the British 

Observatory at Hongkong seemed to be even more consolidated ever since then. 

 Inter-port collaboration between the shipping community and the telegraph 

companies was common and natural; and they seemed to disagree with Doberck’s claim 

of distinctive, exclusive territory. The far-extending track of typhoons once again 

challenged Doberck’s claim on the base of inter-port communication in 1906. This 

incident seemed to be the last straw, compelling the proud maverick forecaster to leave 

without a public farewell after twenty-four years of civil service as the official 

meteorological authority of Hongkong. 

                                                 
504 Hart, Circular No.802 of 1897, Storm warnings: Sicawei code to be adopted and used, September 30, 
1897. This was Zikawei’s checkmate to the overlapping claims of being the central observatory for China 
by this observatory and that at Hongkong. Froc’s letter of request to Hart, of August 1, 1897, was enclosed 
in the Circular. In the letter, Froc noted that the Observatories at Manila, Tokio, and Taihoku (Formosa), in 
addition to telegraph companies, had adopted the proposed code. The code “has been sent on November 27, 
1896, to the United Telegraph Companies at Shanghai, which immediately forwarded the same to 
Hongkong;…..negotiations were then begun by the Telegraph Company with the Hongkong Observatory.” 
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of native boats lost, as reported by the Tung Wa Hospital, was 1,470. The loss of life 

among Europeans was 16; while that among the locals was estimated to be more than 

2,500.505

 The earliest warning from the Hongkong Observatory was made at only thirty 

minutes before the typhoon attack in the morning of September 18.

 This catastrophe evoked the public’s old negative sentiment against Doberck 

for there was practically no warning about this typhoon from the Observatory. 

506

 Though there seemed no culpability on the part of Doberck, the press at Hongkong 

soon launched another wave of attack against him. The editorial of the China Mail on 

September 18 pointed out that twice recently the Observatory had hoisted signals to warn 

shipping that typhoons were within 300 miles of the Colony. However, in neither instance 

did the typhoons reach Hongkong. However, the September 18 typhoon was different. 

The fury editor continued to accuse that, “from noon yesterday until between 8 and 9 a.m. 

today (September 18) the Observatory reported nothing of the imminence of this storm 

which has wrought such devastation ashore and afloat.” Then the editor recommended the 

Government to appoint a committee to inquire into the qualifications of the Observatory 

staff, for “the public is long suffering, but there is a limit to its endurance.”

 The barometric 

readings were normal on previous days and there were no warning telegrams from 

outside alerting the existence of that typhoon. 

507

Governor Nathan promptly accepted this suggestion and announced the appointment 

two days later in the Legislative Council. He proposed that a senior naval officer would 

chair the inquiry committee, composed of the manager of the Eastern Extension 

 

                                                 
505 Mathew Nathan (Hongkong Governor) to Lord of Elgin (Secretary of State for the Colonies), October 4, 
1906, in CO129/335, 268-321. 
506 To hoist the Black Drum at 8:00 (which indicated a typhoon to the East of the Colony and within 300 
miles) and fire the typhoon gun at 8:40, in China Coast Meteorological Register of September 18, 1896. 
507 China Mail, September 18, 1906, THE OBSERVATORY. 
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Telegraph Company and a Master Mariner, nominated by the Chamber of Commerce.508 

In contrast to a similar former committee composed of members who were deprecated by 

Doberck as non-professionals in meteorology, the delegate from the telegraph company 

was added this time. However, the mercantile shipping community remained the main 

consulting group. When the Committee was officially appointed on September 24, an 

invitation was, through the press, addressed to mariners and others who might be willing 

to give information of use and help to the Committee (Figure 5.4).509 

 

 
Figure 5.4: Government advertisement soliciting the help of mariners to an inquiry committee for the 

catastrophic typhoon of 1906 

Source: Hongkong Telegraph, September 26, 1906. 

 

This kind of committee, which was convened to investigate the Observatory, was not 

unfamiliar to the old residents of Hongkong who remembered the remarkable “official 

joke on typhoons” in 1893, of which Doberck himself was the chairman. However, 

similar question, or rather, stereotyped image was still expressed in the press years later. 

On the Governor’s favorable reply of appointing a new inquiry committee, the China 

                                                 
508 China Mail, September 20, 1906, THE TYPHOON AFTERMATH. 
509 The official advertisement was carried in the China Mail, Daily Press, and Hongkong Telegraph on 
September 26. 
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Mail suggested an issue for the Committee to probe into. It was, again, the lack of the 

necessary reciprocity between Doberck and his Jesuit confreres. “The relations of the 

Observatories at Manila and Shanghai with that at Hongkong are not harmonious and that 

this seriously affects the meteorological work at this station.”510 This particular issue was 

also raised by another newspaper in a much milder tone. In an editorial of days later, the 

Daily Press proposed two questions for the Committee. One was “Is it true that the 

Hongkong Observatory is conducted on the principle of ‘glorious isolation,’ preferring to 

be self-contained and to rely on a purely Colonial group of data-collecting material?”511

The “Colonial group” in the editorial referred to a confined area within the Colony 

of Hongkong, between Gap Rock in the south and Kowloon in the north. The variation of 

meteorological records within this tiny area, the editor noted, “will never serve as the 

salvation of a single sampan.” This accusation was an exaggeration since there were 

numerous reporting stations which far more extended beyond Hongkong, but it 

insightfully pointed out the frailty of Doberck’s claim of his meteorological territory. 

Even in China, despite Doberck’s claim of the Hongkong Observatory being the central 

station, he had to rely on the observation data from the Chinese Imperial Maritime 

Customs, which had denied Doberck’s monopoly request in 1892 in obtaining the 

Customs’ weather data.

 

These questions, in both editors’ view, were rightly focused on the whole “system” of 

weather intelligence in Hongkong. They were better and more relevant questions than 

those proposed by the Governor, which concerned specifically the possibility of any 

earlier warning of the September 18 typhoon. 

512

                                                 
510 China Mail, September 21, 1906, THE OBSERVATORY. 
511 Daily Press, September 25, 1906. 
512 Hart (via his Chief Secretary) to Doberck, June 15, 1892, in HKRS842, 1/1, No.75. 
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 In the mind of the Hongkong public as shown in the press, the miserable peer 

relation between Doberck and the Jesuit forecasters became the scapegoat responsible for 

the September 18 havoc, for there seemed to exist earlier warnings both from Manila and 

Shanghai. Captain A. W. Outerbridge (of S.S. Taming) appeared to be the supporter of the 

Jesuits at Manila. In his letter-to-the-editor in the Daily Press, Captain Outerbridge 

pointed out that there was a depression announced on the September 13 issue of Manila 

Daily Weather Report. It was five days before the catastrophe. Captain Outerbridge was 

told by Father Algué at Manila that this depression “was probably the beginning of that 

memorable and disastrous storm of the 18th, gradually gaining power and size. It rushed 

across the China sea with what result we know.”513

Meanwhile, a seemingly earlier message of the typhoon came from Shanghai. A 

Zikawei’s public letter to the North China Daily News, a Shanghai press, was reprinted in 

the Hongkong Daily News. In the letter, Father Froc noted that “so many naval officers, 

shipmasters and other friends have applied to the (Zikawei) Observatory for information 

respecting the disastrous typhoon of the 18th, that we feel we meet a general desire in 

publishing at once the following notes…” Then Froc indicated that the first warning of 

that typhoon from Zikawei had been made on the basis of a report from Formosa, which 

went “Typhoon South of Meiaco Sima (of Okinawa Is.).” This warning, Froc continued, 

was cabled to the China Coast Semaphores on September 15; three days earlier than its 

attack on Hongkong.

  

514

                                                 
513 Outerbridge, OUR ALOOF OBSERVATORY, Daily Press, October 2, 1906. 
514 Daily Press, October 3, 1906, THE HONGKONG TYPHOON: FORETOLD BY FORMOSA. It was 
interesting to note that Froc’s letter was dated September 22, a day after the typhoon had passed. 

 Furthermore, Froc addressed a private letter to a French Naval 

Commander on September 20, in which Froc proposed that the typhoon south of Meico 

sima was moving to the E. of Formosa, and he “could hardly believe that the depression 
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signalled near Formosa and filling up was not travelling somewhere else.”515

 The Committee’s exonerating result obviously contradicted the old negative public 

sentiment against Doberck. Being well aware of how controversial this report would be, 

Governor Nathan did not publish it immediately and announced that he would like to 

send first the report with all the evidences to London, and herewith consult the 

 With this 

hindsight, Froc implied that the catastrophic typhoon was the one he had warned of in 

advance. 

 These two asserted earlier forecasts from Manila and Shanghai were deemed 

irrelevant to the September 18 typhoon by the Hongkong Committee. Ten witnesses were 

summoned. They were Doberck, Figg, G. Liébert (French Consul at Hongkong), and 

seven shipping associates, including six captains and the superintendent of a wharf and 

godown company. When interrogated by the Committee, Figg remarked that there had 

been, in various quarters, “attempts to influence public opinion against the Hongkong 

Observatory on the basis that the progress of the typhoon of the 18th September had been 

forecasted by others.” Here, the referred “others” were obvious. They were the Jesuit 

forecasters and their supporting inter-port seafarers (see Figure 5.5 for a probable 

typhoon track drawn by Algué). According to various testimonies, the Committee 

concluded at the end of October that neither these outside warnings from the Jesuits nor 

the local barometric indications were practical for the Hongkong Observatory to make an 

earlier warning than it did. 

                                                 
515 Froc to Officer Commanding French T.B.D. Flotilla, in Report of Committee appointed to enquire 
whether earlier warning of the typhoon of September 18th, 1906 could have been given to shipping, papers 
laid before the Legislative Council by the command of His Excellency the Governor, in HKGG, March 22, 
1907, 49-108, (hereafter Committee Report of 1906), 65, the original letter written in French was enclosed 
in p.90. 
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Astronomer Royal at the Greenwich Observatory.516 The belated report was gazetted at 

the end of March, 1907, and not surprisingly astonished the public. In the report, Doberck 

claimed to have no professional jealousy against his Jesuit confreres and their relation 

was as normal and harmonious. One correspondence commented that the Committee had 

been oblivious of its real duty and just white-washed the Observatory staff.517 

 
Figure 5.5: Algué’s probable track of the “Hongkong Typhoon” of September 18, 1906 

Source: Algué (Director of the Weather Bureau, Department of the Interior), Bulletin for September, 1906 

(Manila: Bureau of Printing, 1907), 241. 

 

Not only the general public, but Governor Nathan also seemed dissatisfied with the 

report. He wished to extend the inquiry but soon learned of Doberck’s intention to retire, 

Nathan postponed such extended inquiry and sent his promised request to the scientific 

                                                 
516 Hongkong Telegraph, November 1, 1906, THE TYPHOON, OBSERVATORY EXONERATED. 
517 China Mail, March 27, 1907, THE OBSERVATORY. 
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authority at home on March 21.518 However, the reply from London, which confirmed 

the Committee’s conclusion, gave rise to even more intense public agitation.519

This final chapter explores the contesting peer relation between the first-generation 

typhoon forecasters in the cable-wired cities of Hongkong, Shanghai, and Manila. Two 

exemplifying incidents of 1898 and 1906 nuanced the way of how their “diplomacy” was 

 W. H. M. 

Christie, Royal Astronomer, in reply to Nathan, re-affirmed the Committee that Zikawei’s 

forecast on September 15 gave no indication that Hongkong was threatened. Nor were the 

local readings and phenomena indicative enough for Doberck to warn the public at an 

earlier time. In consequence, Christie concluded that “there remains no duty at the 

Observatory, and that any possible error of judgment alleged is too uncertain to be 

regarded as carrying responsibility for damage done.” 

This relief from the home scientific authority for the Hongkong Observatory 

frustrated once more the inter-port mercantile community and the Zikawei Observatory. 

Father Froc wrote a letter of protest, asserting strongly that those typhoons were the same 

ones. The Jesuit Father and his friends of the mercantile marine had no idea that Christie 

was an old friend of Doberck. The Royal Astronomer was the one who nominated the 

“very scientific man” to be the Director of the Hongkong Observatory in 1883. Froc was 

also not aware at that time, though with the unchanged endorsement from London, that 

the lonely forecaster in the castle on Mount Elgin at Kowloon was going to leave. 

 

Conclusion 

                                                 
518 Nathan to Earl of Elgin, March 21, 1907, in CO129/339, 588-594. 
519 Christie to the Colonial Secretary of Hongkong, June 12, 1907, in Daily Press, July 24, 1907, THE 
SEPTEMBER TYPHOON: GREENWICH DEFENDS HONGKONG OBSERVATORY. From the 
“Despatch from the Secretary of State with regard to the report of the Committee of Enquiry in connection 
with the typhoon of the 18th September, 1906,” in Papers Laid before the Legislative Council of Hongkong, 
1907; also reprinted by the NCDN, July 29, 1907. 
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framed by the mercantile interest in view of better efficiency in typhoon forecasting. 

Their controversies were not trivial matters among rival meteorologists. With the 

inter-port means of communication, such as the earliest telegraphic cables laid between 

the coastal ports and the mutually reprinted newspapers, their performance was compared 

regularly by the inter-port community involved in marine trade that relied greatly on 

steam shipping. This inter-port community was composed of shipmasters in principal 

shipping companies, surveyors of local and home maritime insurance offices, managers 

of telegraph companies, and the proprietors and editors of commercial newspapers. 

With the intensified examination of the performance of meteorologists and 

forecasters at various observatories, the inter-port community had confined meteorology 

in nineteenth-century China to coastal areas, serving mainly the shipping interests. The 

coastal meteorology had made obvious emphasis on the utilitarian concern of typhoon 

forecasting. Not only did scholars of the renowned Jesuit order have to adapt themselves 

to this want, the secular, university-trained doctor also had to reorient himself from 

astronomy to this new task. A “public opinion” regarding how meteorological data should 

be shared among institutions had been envisioned by newspapers. The local press had 

collected the ideas in commercial chambers, professional societies, and colonial 

governments. “Professional jealousy” was deemed by this collective mind hurtful to a 

necessary reciprocity, which enabled a workable information circuit for the issue of 

weather warnings. The cleavage between government and private agents that serve their 

want was beyond their concern. Language of territory and sovereignty, as claimed by the 

government meteorologists, was in this case subordinated to the community’s priority to 

protect the safety of their lives and properties. 
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Appendix C: Doberck’s letter to Dr. Willis Moore (Chief of the U.S. Weather Bureau) 

Hong Kong Observatory 
             5th November, 1898 

Sir, 
  As the United States are shortly expected to take over the Government of the 
Philippine Islands I have the honour to call your attention to the Municipal Observatory 
in connection with the High School in Manila. 
  2. That Observatory is at present in the hands of the Spanish priests, who possess very 
little scientific education and who derive much of the matter which they print from the 
publications, weather telegrams etc issued from this Observatory, without however in any 
way acknowledging their indebtedness to this Observatory. 
  3. Especially scandal is caused by the Spanish priests continually communicating 
sensational typhoon warnings through the Spanish Consul to the newspapers in 
Hongkong. As it is against international regulations laid down for the guidance of 
meteorological authorities, for an authority in one country to issue storm-warnings in the 
district covered by an authority of another country, I would venture to suggest that you 
should recommend the American Government of the Philippines to put a stop to this 
irregularity. 
  4. You will remember that one of your predecessors most courteously assisted the 
Meteorological Office in London to put a stop to the New York Herald storm-warnings, 
which interfered so materially with the work of the British Meteorological authority. 
  5. On the other hand I am very anxious to exchange observations with American 
observers eventually to be stationed in the Philippines. Heretofore it has been found 
indispensible to have telegraphic reports from British observers in the Philippines 
forwarded to me over the Eastern Extension Cable, the Company giving that service free 
of cost to the Colonial Government. 
  6. To show you the kind of telegrams that the newspapers in Hongkong received from 
the Spanish priests in Manila, and which I want you to put a stop to, I enclose a copy of 
all the telegrams printed in those papers in 1897 together with the tracks of the typhoons 
laid down here by Mr. F. G. Figg, our weather-forecast official. The reports he issued 
were early this year sent to your Bureau in the China Coast Meteorological Register for 
1897 (printed daily at the Hongkong Observatory). 
                                     I have the honour to be, Sir, 
                                               Your Obedient Servant                            

W. Doberck 



Conclusion 

 

 No picture would better illustrate the major argument of this dissertation than a 

portrait of John Samuel Swire (Figure 6.1). Wearing a gentleman hat, this renowned 

shipping tycoon in the portrait showed strong determination with his arms crossed in 

front and a newspaper in one hand. Swire was the founding partner of the Butterfield & 

Swire Navigation Co., a shipping giant in the China coasts, which was inaugurated in 

1866 at both Shanghai and Hongkong.520 In the meeting convened in 1881 by the 

Shanghai General Chamber of Commerce for the China Coast Meteorological Service 

(CCMS), Swire’s company was among the five major shipping companies present, and 

the only one not chartered by any government.521 It might be by accident that Swire was 

reading a newspaper when the portrait was made, but it bore significance to my main line 

of reasoning. That is, mercantile thirst for weather information was the key to 

meteorology in nineteenth-century China; and the commercial dailies circulated among 

ports had furnished an inter-port discursive sphere for securing satisfaction and 

fulfillment of such “want”. Merchants and the press had together fermented the 

meteorological enterprise, with the special mission of issuing typhoon warnings from its 

very inception, in Hongkong, Shanghai and other minor ports. To those associated with 

shipping, meteorology did not directly aim at enhancing the knowledge of typhoon or any 

                                                 
520 For a biography of J. S. Swire and an introduction to the Company, which later became the famed Swire 
Group (太古集團), see Sheila Marriner and Francis Edwin Hyde, The Senior John Samuel Swire, 1825-98: 
management in Far Eastern shipping trades (Liverpool: Liverpool University Press, 1967); Robert Bickers, 
“Swire, John Samuel (1825–1898),” Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2004) [http://www.oxforddnb.com/view/article/39475, accessed 19 Dec 2011]; and Francis E. Hyde, 
Far Eastern Trade, 1860-1914 (London: Adam & Charles Black, 1973). 
521 In contrast, the P. & O. was chartered by the British Government and subsidized for the carriage of 
British mails; Messageries Maritimes, by the French; Mitsubishi, by the Japanese; and China Merchants’ 
Steam Navigation Company, by the Chinese Government. 
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other atmospheric phenomena, but intelligence of the real-time movement of storms. 

 

 
Figure 6.1: John Samuel Swire (1825-1898) with newspapers in hand 

Source: Marriner and Hyde, op. cit., title page; also reprinted by Colin N. Crisswell, The Taipans: Hong 

Kong’s merchant princes (Hong Kong: Oxford University Press, 1981), plate 17. 

 

Atmospheric knowledge as commercial intelligence had benefitted both shipping 

and insurance interests. The mixture of these two sectors was again exemplified by 

Swire’s career in the “Far Eastern” trade. The Butterfield & Swire undertook some of the 

marine insurance business by themselves. In addition, they had formed an alliance of 

existing insurance agencies established at home. For instance, the Company became the 

appointed agent for the Royal Exchange Assurance Company in 1870 and for the London 

and Lancashire Company in 1875; furthermore, by 1884, Butterfield & Swire held the 

agency for the Union Insurance Company of Canton, the second earliest insurance office 
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founded in China.522 In summary, those associated with the joint interests of shipping and 

insurance constituted the dominating group in treaty ports of nineteenth-century China. 

The dominance of this shipping-insurance complex was enforced and revealed by the 

incipient commercial dailies. More than a passive reader in the inter-port news circuit, 

this complex influenced greatly, if not owned and directly controlled, the press. The 

specific mercantile interest, enabled by their dominant control of the press, had created 

and managed the telegraphic meteorology for typhoon warnings in nineteenth-century 

China. 

With newspapers in hands, these mercantile men redefined the word “intelligence” 

in their meteorological proceedings. The word could simply refer to “news” or 

“information”. Compound usage such as “shipping intelligence” and “commercial 

intelligence” was common in the nineteenth-century press.523  Nonetheless, typhoon 

messages were of most importance to the mercantile community in nineteenth-century 

China. They had treated these vital messages, in contrast to other news, as imperative 

“espionage” about their perennial enemy which endangered their lives and properties. 

Newspapers accordingly served to be more than a means to circulate weather intelligence. 

It enabled the community haunted with periodical typhoon scare to incorporate various 

institutions and new devices for improving the warning capacity in respective port. The 

“public” opinion, in forms of leading articles, local and inter-port letters to the editors, as 

well as other criticisms, were carried and manipulated by the press at different but 

cable-linked ports. The accordingly overwhelming public opinion had pushed the Chinese 
                                                 
522 Marriner & Hyde, op. cit., 124-129. The Union Insurance Co. was established by Dent & Co., another 
renowned firm in the old China trade and a major rival to Jardine, Matheson & Co. Dent & Co. went 
bankrupt in 1866. 
523 In another example of the compound usage of “intelligence,” a regular column was titled “religious 
intelligence” in the Indo-Chinese Gleaner, the earliest English periodical published by protestant 
missionaries in Malacca from 1817 to 1822, containing the relocation of individual missionary. 
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Imperial Maritime Customs to join, forcefully, the Shanghai-based China Coast 

Meteorological Service (Chapter 1). The communication in public had also 

acknowledged and secured the use of submarine telegraph in the beginning years of the 

new technology for transmitting weather massages from Manila to the China coasts 

(Chapter 3); and shaped the contour and daily routines of the incipient public weather 

service at both Shanghai and Hongkong in the 1880s (Chapters 2 and 4). Weather reports 

and forecasts (or “diagnostics” in one of the original terms) from different directors of 

those observatories were juxtaposed in the press and compared in terms of their accuracy 

in each case. However, this juxtaposition had already violated the principle of 

meteorological sovereignty claimed by the emerging government meteorologists at the 

turn of the century (Chapter 5). 

 Nineteenth-century meteorology in China had thus been significantly affected by an 

“inter-port community”. Through the press, an inter-port communication of various 

concerns, values, and interests, regarding telegraphic meteorology had been weaved 

together. This communication helped to identify a distinctive group sojourning the 

typhoon region in the last several decades of the nineteenth century. This group of people 

could not adequately be represented by previous historiography in the framework of 

national, imperial, or even the global history. They were a “motley,” if not cosmopolitan, 

community. Expatriate Europeans of different nationalities (including the U.S.), some 

native Chinese (for instance in this case, Tong King-Sing, the China Merchants’ Steam 

Navigation Company, and the two Chinese insurance offices subscribing to Manila), and 

other minority groups from South and Southeast Asia constituted at large the free-floating 

mercantile community. Facing a common atmospheric threat which endangered their 

coastal niches and their “way of life,” this community of different ethnic origins jointly 
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did their share in telegraphic meteorology among the ports. 

Rhetoric of civilization was the community’s common language in addition to the 

apparent mercantile interests. To mitigate the common threat, the community started to 

imagine those ports as centers of civilization which deserved an ever-improving public 

weather service, specially designed for forecasting typhoons. Such desire had been 

herewith legitimized by the inter-port public opinion in the press as “a recognized want of 

civilization.” Under the public supervision enabled and intensified by the commercial 

dailies, meteorologists in different colonies or opened ports in China had adapted 

themselves to such an overwhelming desire, which was simultaneously framed by the 

natural disaster and the mercantile interests. Other tasks for the directors of the 

observatories in astronomy, magnetics, seismology, and other subjects in meteorology, as 

well as those assigned to similar institutes at other places, seemed to have been put aside 

in face of the most prioritized and iterated duty in typhoon warning. 

A few “outsiders” were stigmatized as scapegoats in the community’s delivering of 

the discourse of civilization. It defined the boundary of the specific community at the 

same time. In the perception of the community, which was channeled by the press, 

meteorological attainments made by Sir Robert Hart of the Chinese Imperial Maritime 

Customs, and Sir John Pope Hennessey, the Hongkong Governor, were scarcely 

recognized (Chapters 1 and 3). Even the two “directors-general” of both the Zikawei and 

the Hongkong Observatories became alienated to the community. William Doberck, the 

Government Astronomer at Hongkong and also a German-trained “very scientific man,” 

was often disgraced by the community in terms of his inability and poor efficiency in 

typhoon warnings (Chapters 4 and 5). The once insider, the founding director of the 

CCMS, Father Marc Dechevrens at Zikawei was leaving without a public farewell five 
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years later (in 1887) after the public weather service was launched at Shanghai (Chapter 

2). The community seemed daring in forcing their demand on both the British and the 

Qing governments (the Hongkong Government and the Chinese Imperial Maritime 

Customs, respectively), as well as the two first-generation meteorologist-forecasters 

(Doberck and Dechevrens). In previous studies, these outsiders were treated as the main 

players of meteorology in respective institutions. This dissertation, in contrast, has 

demonstrated that they were somehow reluctantly pushed by the dominating community 

behind them. Without the community’s push, it would be impossible to realize 

comprehensively the scheme-making, installment, and the changing practice of 

telegraphic meteorology in nineteenth-century China and its adjacent countries. 

If we still keep our eyes on those meteorological institutions, we could not 

appreciate the roles played by the mercantile men, including those in the General 

Chambers of Commerce of both Shanghai and Hongkong, the telegraph companies 

transmitting free weather news, the five major steam-shipping companies attending the 

1881 meeting for the CCMS (Chapter 1), the underwriters subscribing to both the 

Zikawei and the Manila Observatories (Chapters 1 and 3), the HSBC (Chapter 3), Lloyd’s 

of London (Chapter 4), and those critical shipmasters submitting their data to the 

observatories and common readers delivering their “unfavorable comments” via the press 

(all Chapters). Telegraphic meteorology regarding typhoon warnings was too important to 

be a monopoly of professional meteorologists. In fact, such a profession was still in its 

infancy during that period; and those associated with shipping were even more 

“professional” than the astronomy-oriented directors of the observatories in terms of the 

seafarers’ familiarity with the imperative nautical knowledge of typhoons. The 

commercial dailies helped recognise and reinforce their superiority in meteorology over 
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others. The combined efforts provided by the mercantile “non-professionals” had enabled 

a broader history of meteorology in nineteenth-century China.524 

Compared with other networks of telegraphic meteorology in other corners of the 

world, the one in China seemed to be framed more directly by commercial interests rather 

than being initiated as a state-sponsored big science. Actually, the meteorological network 

established by the Chinese Imperial Maritime Customs was, by definition, a “national” 

counterpart of China. The reporting stations and lighthouses of the Customs were parts of 

the Chinese government and were geographically extensive and scattered in a national 

boundary. The regular data from these fixed stations provided by this Chinese 

government office seemed to serve better the two central observatories at Shanghai and 

Hongkong than their seagoing fellow-observers. After the reluctant cooperation with the 

CCMS in 1882, Robert Hart seemed to give up his ambition of establishing an official 

weather service of China. He instead tried to keep a parallel and balanced relationship 

with Zikawei and Hongkong, the twin heads of the meteorological observation network, 

which somehow went beyond the control of the Chinese government. As the substantial 
                                                 
524 It was, however, difficult to estimate the contribution made by the mercantile involvement in the coastal 
meteorology of nineteenth-century China. The weather service provided by meteorological observatories at 
Manila, Shanghai, and Hongkong might have minimized the risk of typhoons in the first decade after 1884. 
A significant lowering of the premium for marine insurance, between 1878 and 1893, had been highlighted 
by Thomas Sutherland (1835-1922), the former P. & O. Superintendant in the Far East at Hongkong and 
one of the initiators of the HSBC during the 1860s. Being the Chairman of the P. & O. in its headquarters at 
London in 1893, Sutherland observed that fifteen or sixteen years ago some shipping companies were 
paying an insurance of 10 or 12 guineas per cent for their vessels, while in 1893 they paid only 4 or 5 
guineas. In other words, the premium had reduced to one-third or half from 1878 onward to 1893, a period 
covered exactly the first decade of the public weather service provided by those observatories. According to 
Sutherland, various reasons were responsible for the significant reduction in premium, including rapid 
increase in the magnitude of British foreign trade, as well as improvement in shipbuilding and engineering. 
He apparently ignored to evaluate the impact of timely typhoon warnings made possible by the Far Eastern 
telegraphic meteorology overseen by his mercantile fellows. See China Mail, THE PROGRESS OF 
BRITISH STEAM SHIPPING, August 28, 1893. Sutherland was also once a member in the Legislative 
Council of the Colonial Government of Hongkong. He left Hongkong in 1866, served as a British 
Parliament Member for some years, and became the P. & O. Chairman for many years (retired from the 
position in 1914). A more significant exemplification of the “shipping-insurance complex” was that 
Sutherland served also as the Chairman of the Marine and General Assurance Society at London. See his 
obituary in Hongkong Daily Press, January 4, 1922. 
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data-provider to the two self-claimed “central” observatories, Hart managed to maintain a 

relative independence of the Customs’ meteorological work. To counteract the influence 

of Zikawei, he furnished the Customs’ data to the British parallel network based at 

Hongkong two years later. However, he also denied Doberck’s claim to be the 

director-general of the Customs’ meteorological stations and denied Doberck’s further 

request to monopolize the Custom’s weather data in 1892 (Chapter 4). This 

meteorological diplomacy carried out by Hart could change our prior impression on the 

poor international relationship of Qing China in the late nineteenth century. 

Nonetheless, no matter how successful the trilateral politics played by Hart in 

positioning himself and the Chinese Maritime Customs in the coastal meteorology, the 

scarcely Chinese “public,” with earnest demand for a more efficient typhoon warning, 

had always overwhelmed Hart and other meteorological “polities”. Typhoon-warning 

telegrams, which came from Zikawei and Hongkong, were always prioritized by the 

public as the most important issue; any sovereignty claims which seemed to endanger 

such priority were censured publicly. The identification of such an inter-port public, 

marked by shipping and insurance interests, could offer a new perspective for the studies 

of science, technology, and even medicine (especially “public” health) in 

nineteenth-century China. A contour of a society, within which knowledge and practice of 

any kind were negotiated by its members, was depicted by this dissertation; and the way 

of their internal communication was nuanced. 

This specific public was not compatible with the expatriate or creoles society as 

termed in previous historical studies on science and technology in the modern world, 

which implies distinct ethnic origin of its members. Chinese, as the mass majority in the 

treaty ports of China, made up of course, a part of this inter-port community involved in 
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these meteorological proceedings. The Chinese Imperial Maritime Customs had 

constituted the backbone of the observation network for both the CCMS and the British 

one based at Hongkong. In addition, Chinese interests in safer navigation were 

exemplified by the relevant undertakings of Tong King-Sing, who came to Shanghai from 

Canton and Hongkong originally as a successful comprador of Jardine, Matheson & Co., 

and whose news of demise seemed to be edged out later in the newspaper columns by the 

news of the wreck of the Bokhara in 1892.525 On behalf of the Chinese shipping company, 

Tong attended the 1881 meeting in Shanghai for the CCMS with representatives from 

four other major shipping companies (Chapter 1). With the sanction from the Chinese 

authorities, Tong was enabled to promise the establishment of the necessary telegraphic 

connection between the Zikawei Observatory and the Bund (Chapters 1 and 2). 

Furthermore, The Chinese Telegraph Administration also followed its foreign 

counterparts in China to transmit weather messages free of charge. In addition to the 

Chinese official and semi-official participation, it was not uncommon that Chinese 

merchants also appeared as shareholders of most “foreign” shipping and insurance 

companies.526 

It would be, however, misguiding to address too much the involvement of the 

Chinese in telegraphic meteorology in nineteenth-century China. There were, indeed, 

Chinese assistants in both observatories at Zikawei and Hongkong, but the great majority 

of other “trustworthy” meteorological observers in the network, from the Customs’ 
                                                 
525 NCDN, DEATH OF MR. TONG KING-SING, Oct. 8, 1892. For the wreck of the Bokhara, a P. & O. 
steamer, see introduction of this dissertation. From 1873 to 1884, Tong was invited by the Qing 
Government to be the manager or “chief commissioner” (總辦) of the China Merchants’ S. N. Co., a 
government-sponsored enterprise. For a brief biography of Tong, see Kwang-Ching Liu, “A Chinese 
Entrepreneur,” in Maggie Keswick ed., The Thistle and the Jade: a celebration of 150 years of Jardine, 
Matheson & Co. (London: Octopus Books Limited, 1982), 103-127. 
526 Eiichi Motono (本野英一), Conflict and Cooperation in Sino-British Business, 1861-1911: the impact 
of the pro-British commercial network in Shanghai (New York: St. Martin’s Press, INC., 2000). 
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lighthouse keepers, to even the shipmasters of the China Merchants’ S. N. Company, 

were foreigners in the early decades.527 The first Chinese meteorologists and the earliest 

governmental weather service with its own central observatory would not appear until the 

early twentieth century. The governmental central meteorological observatory of China 

was established late in 1941 at wartime Chongqing. For a long time from late Qing to the 

Republican era, Zikawei served as the de facto central observatory in China. With only 

the “supply” side of meteorological intelligence taken into consideration, it would not be 

too daring to describe it as an entirely foreign business. Nevertheless, the “demand” side 

of telegraphic meteorology, on which this dissertation puts much emphasis, had included 

mercantile interests of both the Chinese and the foreigners. 

In the research on history of science and technology, the identification of the role of 

the inter-port mercantile “public” in meteorology of nineteenth-century China provides 

not only a case study in non-European, colonial and imperial settings, but also a 

framework to examine the close relation between commerce, environment, and science & 

technology in general. The press in modern society served not only as the “popularizer” 

of science and technology, as deemed by scholar when describing the role of Victorian 

periodicals.528 In the contemporary scene of China, the commercial dailies acted as a 

powerful discursive device for their mercantile proprietors and advertisers to exert 

influence on the progress of science and technology----in this case, meteorology and its 
                                                 
527 Both Hart and Doberck considered the European observers in the Customs trustworthy. Hart praised 
lighthouse keepers of the Customs, which were to be assigned the meteorological work, as “fairly 
intelligent Europeans: steady men who can read and write,” in the letter from Hart to Campbell, March 14, 
1873, in Fairbank eds., The I.G. in Peking, 99-100; and Doberck esteemed that “the harbour masters and 
other out-door officials of the Imperial Maritime Customs (all of them were Europeans).…to be men of 
considerable intelligence.” See Doberck, Report from the Government Astronomer, Nov. 8, 1883, 
paragraph 10, in HKGG, Nov.17, 1883. For a discussion of the trustworthiness of Chinese in the 
undertakings of the study of the natural history, see Fa-ti Fan, British Naturalists in Qing China: science, 
empire, and cultural encounter (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2004), chapters 3 and 5. 
528 Bernard Lightman, Victorian Popularizer of Science: designing nature for new audiences (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 2007). 
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alleged telegraph technology. The press was more than a “mass” and impartial medium 

employed by the rising global “inter-port” bourgeoisie to intimidate empires, states, and 

individual scientists. By upholding the inter-port mercantile agency in a synthetic 

narrative, this study about the meteorology in China in the closing decades of the 

nineteenth century might thus broaden our view of science and technology in the modern 

capitalist world that goes beyond the usual national, imperial and colonial perspectives. 
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