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Abstract

This article investigates the contribution made by indigenous employees to the work of the Hong
Kong Observatory from its inception and into the early twentieth century. As has so often been
the case in Western histories of science, the significance of indigenous workers and of women in
the Hong Kong Observatory has been obscured by the stories of the government officials and obser-
vatory director(s). Yet without the employees, the service could not have functioned or grown.
While the glimpses of their work and lives are fleeting, often only revealed in minor archival refer-
ences, this article seeks to interrogate these sources to make these workers’ lives visible and to offer
an examination of everyday working relationships at this place and point in time. It focuses on three
areas. First, an exploration of who these workers were, and the role they played at the observatory.
Second, an investigation of their contribution to the nascent science of meteorology. Third, an
examination of available evidence – levels of high staff turnover, complaints, instances of foot drag-
ging, or working to rule, as well as the tenacity to continue for years under difficult working con-
ditions – to demonstrate the ability of workers to reject or to negotiate with colonial/patriarchal
authority. In profiling their stories, this article will add to the literature examining the lives of sci-
entific workers and their contributions to science, the everyday cultural and social contexts of colo-
nial meteorology, and the role of ordinary men and women in producing meteorological knowledge
at this time.

Global and local: putting the observatory story in its place

Opened in 1884, the Hong Kong Observatory (HKO) joined an established regional network
of world-leading observatories within, and without, the British Empire. High-level
employees were hired via the Royal Observatory at Greenwich; most tools were manufac-
tured by British instrument-makers, and the building and staff were funded and regulated
by the colonial service.1 On an everyday basis, however, regional connections were more
significant. These included the Jesuit facilities at Zikawei (Shanghai) and Manila and the
Japanese Meteorological Observatory at Tokyo, with whom HKO’s director and assistant
director kept a regular correspondence. There were close links too with the network of
registering stations run by the Chinese Maritime Customs Service (CMCS) based in
Shanghai. These meteorological nodes were increasingly linked by the maturing web of

© The Author(s), 2021. Published by Cambridge University Press on behalf of British Society for the History of Science

1 See, for example, Royal Greenwich Observatory Archives (hereafter RGO), 07, Papers of William Christie,
Correspondence with Overseas Observatories, 157, 160, 161, 164.
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the Eastern Extension and Great Northern Telegraph Companies and the Chinese
Telegraph Administration.2

This regional web is usually remembered through its big names: William Doberck
(HKO); Father Federico Faura (Manila); Marc Dechevrens (Zikawei), Arai Ikunosuke
(Tokyo) and Robert Hart (CMCS). Yet it could not have existed without its army of
meteorologists, human computers, assistants, clerks, telegraphists and weather observers.
That was just within the observatory. In Hong Kong itself, the observatory relied on infor-
mation gathered by observers from the Harbour Master’s Office, the Nautical Almanac
Office and tidal observatory, local hospitals, the botanic garden, lighthouses and ships
docked in port.3 To convey this information there was another layer of telegraph opera-
tors and coolies (the latter especially important when telegraph lines went down during a
storm) and the local press, who received and printed weather reports and storm warnings.
In addition to these formal channels, each year volunteer observers were issued instruc-
tions by the observatory for making weather readings, which would then be verified
in-house.4 Even Hong Kong’s prisoners were engaged in meteorological work in a small
way. In 1910, for example, inmates at Victoria Gaol printed 29,870 forms and bound
116 publications for the observatory.5

This article offers a close lens through which to view the stories of some of these peo-
ple. It argues that these stories say much about the circumstances of producing meteor-
ology in colonial settings, at a time when both service and science were undergoing
transition. It responds directly to the call put forward by Martin Mahony and Angelo
Matteo Cagliotti in 2017 for the history of meteorology to learn from history of science
studies of invisible labour to investigate ‘the lives and careers of not only the institution-
builders and the knowledge-leaders, but of those who were drawn into the ranks of those
institutions from a range of cultural backgrounds, performing the monotonous works of
observation and data processing, feeding local weather into the centres of colonial climate
calculation’.6 Indeed, although this subject has been addressed in other areas in the
history of science, Mahony and Matteo Cagliotti were right to note the absence of the
‘middle men and women, and their role in the broader development of meteorological
knowledge’ within the history of weather science.7

It draws from several interlinked themes in the history of science and the history of colo-
nial meteorology.8 In the late 1970s, the social constructivist turn influenced a generation of

2 Robert Bickers, ‘Throwing light on natural laws: meteorology on the China coast, 1869–1912’, in Robert
Bickers and Isabella Jackson (eds.), Treaty Ports in Modern China, London: Routledge, 2016, pp. 180–201; Marlon
Zhu, ‘Typhoons, meteorological intelligence, and the inter-port mercantile community in nineteenth-century
China’, unpublished PhD thesis, Department of History, Binghamton University, State University of New York,
2012; A. Udías, Searching the Heavens and the Earth: The History of Jesuit Observatories, Dordrecht, Boston and
London: Kluwer Academic Publishers, 2003.

3 Hong Kong Government Gazette (subsequently HKGG), Supplement No. 38, 19 September 1896, Report of the
Director of the Observatory, p. 3.

4 Records of volunteer work can be found at Hong Kong Public Records Office (hereafter HKPRO), Hong Kong
Government Reports (hereafter HKGRS), Sessional Papers (hereafter SP), Report of the Director of the
Observatory for 1889, 24 April 1890, p. 262; HKGG, Supplement No. 38, 19 September 1896, Report of the
Director of the Observatory, p. 3.

5 Hong Kong Government Reports, Blue Books (hereafter BB), Gaols and Prisoners, Hongkong, 1910, p. 11.
6 Martin Mahony and Angelo Matteo Cagliotti, ‘Relocating meteorology’, History of Meteorology (2017), 8, pp. 1–

13, 13.
7 Mahony and Cagliotti, op. cit. (6), p. 13.
8 For colonial meteorology see Deborah Coen, Climate in Motion: Science, Empire, and the Problem of Scale, Chicago:

The University of Chicago Press, 2018; Lee T. MacDonald, Kew Observatory and the Evolution of Victorian Science, 1840–
1910, Kindle version, Pittsburgh: University of Pittsburgh Press, 2018; Robert-Jan Wille, ‘Colonising the free atmos-
phere: Wladimir Köppen’s “Aerology”, the German Maritime Observatory, and the emergence of a trans-imperial
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scholars to think around the social production and contexts of production of scientific
knowledge.9 Historians of meteorology came to this late, persuaded by scholars including
David Livingstone, Kapil Raj and James Secord to explore the geographies, circulations
and exchanges of knowledge across local, regional and global scales.10 Meteorology was,
of course, well placed to provide evidence of such exchanges, and recent studies have
revealed how observatories and ships operated as hubs and channels in global meteoro-
logical knowledge networks.11 Yet the discussion of people in this vast information network
has been relatively neglected, with studies of observatories often focusing on the observa-
tory itself as site or space of science, in many respects abstracted from their workforces.12

This is somewhat surprising given that successful meteorology relied on the collation and
analysis of immense instrumental data sets by manifold weather observers and assistants.
As the global teleconnections of monsoons or of exceptionally wet or dry weather were
recognized and the telegraph enabled storm-warning cooperation at local and regional
scales to predict storms, meteorology required ever more human resources.13

This leads us to the second theme: the hidden role of women and men who undertook
and shaped meteorological research. The publication of Steven Shapin’s study of ‘invisible
technicians’ was a pivotal moment in scholarship highlighting the lives of scientific work-
ers.14 As Shapin wryly noted, the technicians or assistants of his study of early modern
England were (at his time of writing) ‘doubly invisible’, ignored by both contemporaries
and historians. While interest was slow to develop (as Robert Iliffe pointed out thirty
years later, technicians still remained absent in many historical accounts), there has
been significant progress recently.15 There are now many studies which range across

network of weather balloons and kites, 1873–1906’, History of Meteorology (2017) 8, pp. 92–123; Martin Mahony,
‘For an empire of “all types of climate”: meteorology as an imperial science’, Journal of Historical Geography
(2016) 51, pp. 29–39; Lee T. MacDonald, ‘Making Kew Observatory: the Royal Society, the British Association
and the politics of early Victorian science’, BJHS (2015) 48(3), pp. 409–33.

9 Lynn K. Nyhart, ‘Historiography of the history of science’, in Bernard Lightman (ed.), A Companion to the
History of Science, John Wiley & Sons, Ltd, 2016, pp. 7–22, 7, 9. For perspectives on how the social constructivist
approach has evolved see Steven Shapin and Simon Schaffer, Leviathan and the Air-Pump: Hobbes, Boyle, and the
Experimental Life, Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2011 (first published 1985), esp. xiv–xvii; Jan
Golinski, Making Natural Knowledge: Constructivism and the History of Science, 2nd edn, Chicago: The University of
Chicago Press, 2005.

10 Kapil Raj, Relocating Modern Science: Circulation and the Construction of Knowledge in South Asia and Europe, 1650–
1900, Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2007; Simon Naylor, ‘Introduction: historical geographies of science –
places, contexts, cartographies’, BJHS (2005) 38(1), pp. 1–12; D.N. Livingstone, Putting Science in Its Place:
Geographies of Scientific Knowledge, Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 2003; James Secord, ‘Knowledge in
transit’, Isis (2004) 95(4), pp. 654–72.

11 MacDonald, ‘Making Kew Observatory’, op. cit. (8); John McAleer, ‘Stargazers at the world’s end: telescopes,
observatories, and “views” of empire in the nineteenth-century British Empire’, BJHS (2011) 46(3), pp. 389–413;
David Aubin, Charlotte Bigg and H. Otto-Sibum, eds., The Heavens on Earth: Observatories and Astronomy in
Nineteenth-Century Science and Culture, London: Duke University Press, 2010; Richard Sorrenson, ‘The ship as a sci-
entific instrument in the eighteenth century’, Osiris, 2nd series (1996) 11, pp. 221–36, 221–2.

12 A small sample of excellent work that considers observatories, but does not explicitly engage with workers,
includes Martin Mahony, ‘The “genie of the storm”: cyclonic reasoning and the spaces of weather observation in
the southern Indian Ocean, 1851–1925’, BJHS (2018) 51(4), pp. 607–33; MacDonald, ‘Making Kew Observatory’, op.
cit. (8); McAleer, op. cit. (11).

13 A standard definition of teleconnections in the atmospheric sciences is that of causal connections between
meteorological or other atmospheric phenomena across large geographical areas. In historical studies, this phe-
nomenon has been most notably highlighted by Richard Grove, ‘The East India Company, the Raj and the El Niño:
the critical role played by colonial scientists in establishing the mechanisms of global climate teleconnections,
1770–1930’, in Richard Grove, Vinita Damodaran and Satpal Sangwan (eds.), Nature and the Orient: The
Environmental History of South and Southeast Asia, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1998, pp. 301–23.

14 Steven Shapin, ‘The invisible technician’, American Scientist (1989) 77(6), pp. 554–63.
15 Robert Iliffe, ‘Technicians’, Notes & Records of the Royal Society (2008) 62, pp. 3–16, 4.
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time and space, including Londa Schiebinger’s rendering of botanical assistants and of
knowledge exchanges between colonial explorers and indigenous peoples in the
Americas, studies of lab workforces or female computers in different scientific environ-
ments, and even a contribution by Gabrielle Hecht on people working in hazardous uran-
ium production in South Africa.16 Most recently, Lydia Barnett has considered the
invisible ‘earth worker’ – those people who undertook the physical aspects of fossil hunt-
ing on behalf of eighteenth-century naturalist employers.17 Much impetus has also come
from studies of women in science, which have re-evaluated the role of female ‘assistants’,
technicians and computers who had previously been obscured in a history that, as Patricia
Fara notes, once favoured the lives of great men.18 As Hannah Gay rightly stated, these
women provided a support network without which the scientific innovations and suc-
cesses credited to those great men might not have reached fruition.19 Meteorological his-
tory has more recently turned to some of these women but there still remains a great deal
to be done, especially for the late nineteenth century.20

This paper aims to fill this gap for meteorological history through a close study of the
rich surviving records of the Hong Kong Observatory, now scattered worldwide between
Hong Kong, Cambridge and London. As is so often the case when studying colonial history,
however, these records are invariably top-down and biased. The assistants and workers
surface only in letters of complaint, appointment or dismissal, or in an occasional
acknowledgement of their service by a superior officer. Only rarely were their contribu-
tions to science – for example, in published research reports or papers – credited. Indeed,
as Gay noted in her own study, part of the reason for the continued absence of technicians
in history is the difficulty in recovering their lives.21 Thus much of the contribution of the
Hong Kong Observatory staff is implied, rather than fully known. In order to try and move
beyond this constraint, the article starts by setting the scene to help the reader envisage a

16 Londa Schiebinger, Plants and Empire: Colonial Bioprospecting in the Atlantic World, Cambridge, MA: Harvard
University Press, 2004; Caitlyn Wylie, ‘Invisibility as a mechanism of social ordering: defining groups among labora-
tory workers’, in Jenny Bangham and Judith Kaplan (eds.), Invisibility and Labour in the Human Sciences, Berlin: Max
Planck Institute for the History of Science Preprint, 2016, pp. 85–90; Giuditta Parolini, ‘From computing girls to data
processors: women assistants in the Rothamsted Statistics Department’, in Valerie Schafer and Benjamin G. Thierry
(eds.), Connecting Women: Women, Gender and ICT in Europe in the Nineteenth and Twentieth Century, Cham: Springer,
2015, pp. 103–17; Gabrielle Hecht, ‘The work of invisibility: radiation hazards and occupational health in South
African uranium production’, International Labor and Working-Class History (2012) 81, pp. 94–113.

17 Lydia Barnett, ‘Showing and hiding: the flickering invisibility of earth workers in the archives of earth sci-
ence’, History of Science (2019) 58(3), pp. 245–74.

18 Patricia Fara, A Lab of One’s Own: Science and Suffrage in the First World War, Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2018, p. 10. Examples include Claire L. Evans, Broad Band: The Untold Story of the Women Who Made the Internet,
New York: Penguin, 2018; Michael Hoskin, ‘Caroline Herschel: assistant astronomer or astronomical assistant?’,
History of Science (2002) 40(4), pp. 425–44; Mary R.S. Creese, Ladies in the Laboratory? American and British Women
in Science, 1800–1900: A Survey of Their Contributions to Research, Lanham, MD: Scarecrow Press, 2004; Marelene
Rayner-Canham and Geoffrey Rayner-Canham, Women in Chemistry: Their Changing Roles from Alchemical Times to
the Mid-Twentieth Century, Philadelphia: American Chemical Society and Chemical Heritage Foundation, 1998.

19 Hannah Gay, ‘Technical assistance in the world of London science, 1850–1900’, Notes & Records of the Royal
Society (2008) 62, pp. 51–75; Gay, ‘Invisible resource: William Crookes and his circle of support, 1871–81’, BJHS
(1996) 29(3), pp. 311–36.

20 James R. Fleming, Into the Clouds: Joanne Simpson and the Tropical Atmosphere, Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2020; Barbara Becker, Unravelling Starlight: William and Margaret Huggins and the Rise of the New Astronomy,
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2011; W.-K. Tao, J. Halverson, M. LeMons, R. Adler, M. Garstang,
R. Houze Jr, R. Pielke Sr and W. Woodley, ‘The research of Dr. Joanne Simpson: fifty years investigating hurricanes,
tropical clouds, and cloud systems’, Meteorological Monographs (2003) 29, pp. 1–16; J.M. Lewis, ‘Wave forecasters in
World War II (with a brief survey of other women meteorologists in World War II)’, Bulletin of the American
Meteorological Society, 1995, pp. 2187–2202.

21 Gay, ‘Technical assistance’, op. cit. (19), p. 52.
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context. The discussion then follows the types of records available, which are invariably
related to salary, performance, workload or complaint. While this has led inevitably to
painting a somewhat negative picture of the relationship between employer and employ-
ees, it is hoped that the small glimpses of positive interaction and the longevity of many
staff in their roles might go some way toward redressing the balance.

A new observatory for Hong Kong

The road to establishing an observatory at Hong Kong had been long and winding. Whilst
easily persuaded of the need to develop a better time service for ships visiting the busy
port, the British government were less convinced of the value of a large facility to study
astronomy, magnetism and the weather. First proposed in 1874, construction work on the
building did not commence until 1881. The men largely responsible for drawing up the
plans and budget for the new observatory were Major Henry Spencer Palmer and
Edward Bowdler. Palmer was a surveyor, engineer and trained astronomer, who served
under governor of Hong Kong Pope Hennessey as chief engineer between 1878 and
1880.22 Bowdler, then acting surveyor general, had previously served in similar roles in
Mauritius, where, it has been suggested, he would have been exposed to the workings
of the Royal Alfred Observatory there.23 They both advised on how the facility ought to
be run, how many staff to hire and how much to pay them. A compliment of twelve people
was necessary, claimed Palmer, which number should include the director and senior
European staff, two ‘trustworthy and accurate’ clerks, two or three Chinese coolies to
run messages and undertake maintenance jobs, a gardener, nightwatchmen and an ‘intel-
ligent’ local to work the time ball, weather signals and tide gauge.24 It would not surprise
anybody (then or now) to note the wide discrepancy between the proposal and the reality,
mostly due to the lack of funding allocated the new service by the government.

A description of the observatory written in 1883 gives some sense of how the obser-
vatory would have looked in the early years. The building was small; a rectangular
block, eighty-three feet long by forty-five feet wide (not including the transit room).
Walking into the entrance hall you would find the telegraphic apparatus. This gave the
observatory a direct link to two local police stations which could be quickly notified if
an incoming typhoon was detected. Contained within the main building was an office
and a library, a clock room, galvanic battery room, a computing room and an instrument
room, and behind the latter a photographic laboratory. The instrument room and lab
required special conditions. First, the temperature had to be constant. To achieve this,
three large kerosene lamps were kept lit in the room all year round, adjusted according
to the season. Second, the ceiling, walls, floor and furniture were decorated entirely in
dark red. With the tropical humidity of Hong Kong’s late spring and summer, working
here must have felt like working in a scene from Dante’s Inferno. The upper storey was
earmarked for the director’s personal quarters and the few servants who lived on site
were allocated small rooms in an adjoining block adjacent the storerooms.25

As the building drew nearer to completion, William Doberck was appointed director.
Doberck had previously served as director at Mackree Observatory in Ireland before

22 Anon., ‘Henry Spencer Palmer (1838–1893)’, Nature (1938) 141, pp. 778–9.
23 P. Kevin MacKeown, Early China Coast Meteorology: The Role of Hong Kong, Hong Kong: Hong Kong University

Press, 2011, pp. 36, 46–7.
24 Cambridge University Library (subsequently CUL), Royal Greenwich Observatory archives (subsequently

RGO), 6/154, Files 11–15, Hong Kong Observatory f. 299v, Report on the Proposal to Establish a Physical
Observatory at Hong Kong by Major H.S. Palmer, p. 14; HKGG, 3 September 1881, Report on the Proposal to
Establish a Physical Observatory at Hongkong by Major H.S. Palmer, 17 July 1881, p. 810.

25 HKGG, Report for 1884 from the Government Astronomer, pp. 124–5.
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applying to Hong Kong.26 Trained in Denmark, he had beaten a long line of international
applicants for the post.27 His second in command was Frederick Figg, a British man who

Figure 1. Sketch of HKO in 1883 by Leonard Starbuck, extracted from Leonard Starbuck, A Brief General History of
the Hong Kong Observatory, Hong Kong: Royal Observatory, 1951, p. 14.

26 For Doberck’s story see P. Kevin MacKeown, ‘William Doberck: double star astronomer’, Journal of
Astronomical History and Heritage (2007) 10, pp. 49–64; MacKeown, op. cit. (23), Chapter 2.

27 Applications for the role of director at Hong Kong Observatory came from Europeans stationed at observa-
tories all over the world, including in India and Mauritius. The full set survive at CUL, RGO 6/154, File 15, Papers
391–420, 1882.
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would work at HKO for almost thirty years, succeeding Doberck as director in 1907.28

London’s Greenwich Observatory facilitated recruitment of Europeans for the senior posi-
tions and appointees would normally be on a career track, either within the Hong Kong
Observatory or across the broader network of colonial or home-based meteorological
institutions. Doberck and Figg, however, had to recruit locally for the more junior
posts. These people were drawn from various backgrounds and levels of education, the
more skilled roles hired through competitive colonial civil service examinations held at
the Government Central School in Hong Kong.

Understaffed and underpaid

Doberck and Figg had only a shoestring budget with which to hire staff in 1883. They
started by placing an advert for the two most senior positions: a second assistant and
a Chinese clerk. The second assistant was expected to have a solid foundation in mathem-
atics and would make meteorological observations and manage the photographic labora-
tory. The clerk’s role was essentially that of accountant, translator (between English and
Chinese) and correspondent. Like the subjects of Mark Franks’s article in this section, it
was specified that candidates also be young and in good health, of which more later.
The advertised salaries were $480 per annum for each role, with potential for a $120
rise for the assistant post-probation – rather less than Palmer had originally proposed.29

The job specification also noted a standard working day from ten until four, including
Saturdays. As we shall see, long hours and overwork were in fact the norm, especially dur-
ing typhoon season (typically May to November).

Mr Solomon Reuben Solomon and Mr Sung Man-Hoi were appointed as second assist-
ant and clerk respectively in December 1883, after a disappointing round of only four
applications. Neither man lasted long in his new role. Solomon resigned for reasons
unknown within only a few months, forcing a new hiring round in May 1884.30 This
time the examination attracted ten candidates, of whom Mr Mahomed Alarakia became
the successful second assistant. Unfortunately, not much is known about Alarakia as a per-
son, but we know that his job entailed tabulating thermograms, maintaining the galvanic
batteries and managing the photographic laboratory, and, as Figg’s chief assistant, he also
recorded the magnetic and meteorological observations and compiled the monthly wea-
ther reports. Indeed, Alarakia appears to have undertaken the bulk of the observatory’s
meteorological work, which underpinned many of the observatory’s research outputs.
In 1888, for example, Doberck published a paper on the climate of south-east China in
the Quarterly Journal of the Royal Meteorological Society. Although he put his own name on
the article, it was actually based on a year’s worth of Alarakia’s data.31 The meteorological
community did not think much of the paper, though it was not Alarakia’s work that was
faulted but Doberck’s lack of analysis. His critics noted that he had simply reproduced the
data to present a general summary of annual conditions, missing, for example, the oppor-
tunity to comment on or investigate the monsoon, or the dangerous and misunderstood
typhoon.32 What is also interesting is that Alarakia contributed to the astronomical

28 HKGG, Vol. XXIX, Government Notification No. 364, 10 November 1883.
29 HKGG, 1 December 1883: Government Notification No. 391. Palmer had proposed $1200 and $900 respect-

ively in 1881. HKGG, 3 September 1881, Report on the Proposal to Establish a Physical Observatory at
Hongkong by Major H.S. Palmer, 17 July 1881, p. 810.

30 HKGG, 24 May 1884, p. 434, Government Notification No. 198.
31 W. Doberck, ‘On the meteorology of south-eastern China in 1886’, Quarterly Journal of the Royal Meteorological

Society (1888) 14(67), pp. 217–22.
32 Doberck, op. cit. (31), p. 222. The ensuing discussion of the paper, recorded in the journal, was tepid at best.
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knowledge produced by the observatory. In July 1888, for example, he had observed a dou-
ble solar halo.33

Within a year, clerk Sung had also left, leaving an opening filled by Mr Lau-Shau in
June 1885.34 Lau-Shau also had an extensive workload, seemingly responsible for a
great deal of the everyday work. He managed all correspondence, business transactions
and accounts; acted as a telegraphic clerk; wrote out and issued the daily weather reports;
collected meteorological observations; and had the very important role of communicating
storm warnings to the colony.35 The excessive demands of the observatory staff’s jobs
resulted from changing expectations of the facility’s role over the first few years. In
Palmer’s original proposals, the observatory’s chief functions were provision of a time ser-
vice for shipping and astronomy. In his annual report for 1885, however, Doberck com-
plained of being expected to issue daily weather reports and storm warnings, when his
budget only covered scientific observations and calculations. In order to support what
was arguably an extremely important public service, they would need an additional
clerk and messenger. This would take pressure off Lau-Shau, then physically relaying
the daily weather reports or storm warnings to the various press and telegraphic outlets
in lieu of the coolies whom they could not then hire.36 The request was not immediately
accepted and Doberck was asked to justify exactly why he felt these additional staff (and
thus expenditure) were necessary. He penned a rather acerbic note to the Colonial
Secretary in response, arguing that the present situation of ‘overwork’ had led to the
staff’s health breaking down. They had only managed, he continued, because the typhoon
season that year had not been very severe. If the weather had been worse, Doberck
claimed, the meteorological service would have broken down altogether.37 Funds to
hire new staff were eventually awarded, but with the very firm caveat that ‘any applica-
tion for a further addition to the staff … will not be entertained’.38

Coolies were employed out of these funds, probably to Lau-Shau’s great relief. In 1890,
for instance, a coolie was employed at six dollars per month to run storm warnings
between the Eastern Extension Telegraph Office, the Harbour Office, a noticeboard at
Peddar’s Wharf (used to alert the seafaring community of a storm or typhoon) and the
various newspaper and police offices.39 This could also be a dangerous job as, when the
telegraph broke down in bad weather conditions (frequently),40 coolies were responsible
for physically carrying messages at considerable risk. Exceedingly little information sur-
vives about these men, however – often they are not even mentioned by name. An excep-
tion is from 1889, where the annual salary statement reports the hire of Tang Po (eight
dollars per month), Tang Tung (six dollars) and Tang Wan (six dollars). Tang Po was an
‘office coolie’; the latter two men were ‘chair coolies’.41 In 1896, the chair coolies were
given a rise of one dollar per month, because the observatory simply could not find

33 W. Doberck, Observations of the Hong Kong Observatory in the Year 1888, Hong Kong: Noronha & Co., 1889, pp. 3,
5; HKRS356 1-1-2, 31 August 1887; Director’s Annual Report for 1886, p. 1.

34 HKGG, 6 June 1885, Government Notification No. 231, p. 520.
35 HKGG, 27 March 1886, Supplement, p. 233; HKRS356 1-1-2, 31 August 1887, Director’s Annual Report for

1886, p. 1.
36 HKGG, 27 March 1886. Supplement, p. 233.
37 Hong Kong Public Records Office (hereafter HKPRO), SP, 1886, letter to the Colonial Secretary from William

Doberck, 9 March 1886, and presented to the Legislative Council, 24 March 1886: Application for an Additional
Chinese Clerk for the Observatory.

38 HKPRO, Hong Kong Records Series (hereafter HKRS) 356 1-1-2, f. 10, letter from the acting colonial secretary
to Doberck, No. 581, 17 April 1886.

39 HKPRO, HKRS356 1-1-2, f. 192, Colonial Secretary’s Office to William Doberck, 27 September 1890.
40 HKPRO, HKRS356 1-1-2, 31 August 1887, Director’s Annual Report for 1886, p. 1.
41 HKPRO, HKRS356 1-1-2, f. 130, observatory salaries for September 1889.

8 Fiona Williamson

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms. https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007087421000182
Downloaded from https://www.cambridge.org/core. IP address: 182.55.83.109, on 26 Apr 2021 at 12:11:53, subject to the Cambridge Core terms of use, available at

https://www.cambridge.org/core/terms
https://doi.org/10.1017/S0007087421000182
https://www.cambridge.org/core


anyone to work for such a low wage any more.42 Indeed, throughout the 1890s there was a
series of querulous correspondence between Doberck, the Colonial Secretary’s Office and
various other departments, including the Harbour Master’s Office, which made the point
that storm warnings would not be deployed quickly and effectively when they could only
offer such poor wages to those carrying them.

Subsequent to Doberck’s application for more staff, Mr Mok Lai-Chi also joined the
observatory as a second clerk. Far from the situation improving, however, things carried
on much the same as before with a high staff turnover and service delays. Two years later
Lau-Shau handed in his resignation.43 We do not know why he left, but we can speculate.
When hired he had been told that if he completed his probationary year satisfactorily, his
salary would rise by ten dollars per month to $600 per annum. Toward the end of his pro-
bation, Doberck had written to the Colonial Secretary’s Office with a good performance
report, requesting the expected increment. His application was turned down. Offered
an extra five dollars per month instead, Lau-Shau was informed that he would only
receive another (unspecified) increment on completion of one more year’s good service.44

Lau-Shau’s situation was not unique. In 1889, second assistant Alarakia only took home
forty-five dollars per month, despite being in his fifth year of employment and on a
higher level than Lau-Shau. This was large drop from Figg’s salary, who as first assistant
had three times Alarakia’s wage.45 Alarakia finally resigned in late 1889, his position filled
by J.B. Eça Da Silva in January 1890. Mok Lai-Chi likewise encountered the same recalci-
trance from the colonial service to increase his pay. Placed on a probationary period for
the first six months of his term, Mok faced a series of failures, not least the that of the
service to provide him with quarters as originally stipulated.46 Soon after this discovery,
Mok become ‘incapacitated’, requesting a transfer to another department.47 Offered a
place as usher in the Magistracy, he demanded a rise of ten dollars per month (which
would have brought him to the full salary of $600 per annum he had wanted at the obser-
vatory). The service refused, arguing that the salary increase was linked to the commence-
ment of a post within a department, not within the colonial service as a whole.48

Doberck clearly believed that the HKO salaries were below standard for the colonies. In
1890 and again in 1894, he had requested a salary review for all his staff. Not only were all
the salaries far less than those laid out in Palmer’s original recommendations, he argued,
but all other government departments – except the observatory – had received a 35 per
cent increase in 1890. With rising living costs since the early 1880s, their salaries had actu-
ally declined in value.49 Doberck may have had a point but examples from home and from
other colonies suggest that poor pay was rife across the service. At Greenwich, for example,
British assistants had petitioned William Christie, Astronomer Royal, about their pay on sev-
eral occasions across 1906–7,50 and looking at the salaries of subordinate staff and clerks in

42 HKPRO, HKRS842 1-2, File 4, f. 41, letter to the Colonial Secretary from Doberck, 14 May 1896.
43 HKGG, 22 May 1886, Government Notification No. 181, p. 449.
44 HKPRO, HKRS356 1-1-2, order respecting Mr Lau-Shau’s application to be allowed to receive the full salary

of $50 per month, 27 April 1886.
45 HKPRO, HKRS356 1-1-2, observatory salaries for September 1889, f. 130.
46 HKPRO, HKRS356 1-1-2, Order of His Excellency the Officer Administering the Government Is Communicated

to the Director of the Observatory, 21 May 1886, f. 12; 22 July 1886, f. 15.
47 HKRS356, op. cit. (46), 13 November 1886, f. 22.
48 HKRS356, op. cit. (46), 22 November 1886, f. 24.
49 HKGG, 12 May 1894, Report of the Director of the Observatory for the year 1894, p. 399.
50 CUL, RGO 7/5/A5, assistants, letter to William Christie from E. Walter Maunder, 23 January 1906; letter to

William Christie from E. Walter Maunder, 25 May 1907; CUL, RGO 5/7/A5, assistants, comparison between
Admiralty Office and scientific votes, 1895–1907; comparison of the votes for the Royal Observatories of
Greenwich and the Cape of Good Hope, 1893–1907.
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Malaya, the staff in Hong Kong were on a not dissimilar scale.51 The next formal salary
review did not take place until 1900, however, and until then any rises were ad hoc,
made as and when Doberck could convince the authorities of an individual’s special
merit. The 1900 review was part of a major inquiry into all Hong Kong civil service salaries
by a special investigative committee. Their report acknowledged that there was a general
problem arising – in their opinion – from the gradual evolution of different departments
without any coherent overall planning (certainly we can see this in the case of the HKO).
Nevertheless, their final recommendations favoured the more senior staff (usually the
British and Europeans) to the detriment of the junior (usually locals), prioritizing those
‘old and tired servants’ in ‘responsible’ positions. Remarking on the practice of the
ten-to-four day, the committee suggested that this was ‘altogether too short’, implying
that if junior staff requested more money, then they should do more to earn it. Indeed,
the whole report favoured the top man, insinuating that by increasing remuneration and
hours, in some departments ‘the work might be done … by a smaller staff with greater effi-
ciency and economy’. This was an exercise in streamlining and cost cutting.52

Events from 1889 to 1891 provide a clear sense of how the situation affected the observa-
tory’s operations. In 1889, for example, first assistant Figg took extended sick leave. The second
assistant resigned a few weeks later to take up a better position elsewhere. Doberck was ‘left
without Assistants and had to do the work as well as could be effected with the help of two
young Chinese clerks’. There were ten members of staff in total, but of the ten, five were ‘sub-
ordinate’ staff – coolies, watchmen and telegraphists. With Figg and Alarakia gone, there were
only three staff left to undertake all the main scientific duties. Between them, they barely man-
aged to keep up the daily work of hourly readings and meteorological observations, let alone
undertake anything more complex. Worried that working under such pressure would result in
errors, Doberck instructed Ho Toshang, one of the two Chinese clerks, to help make and check
the whole year’s observations and calculations.53 Ho had come on board in 1887 as second
clerk and showed a talent for meteorology. As reward for his service and his obvious skill,
Ho was promoted to second assistant in 1891, a significant rise to the most senior member
of local staff.54 Even with all the staff back in place, it was obvious that they still needed
help. In 1891, Doberck once again wrote to the Colonial Secretary explaining their situation:
‘At present, aided by only Chinese clerks, there is but little prospect of my being able to
keep up anything beyond the meteorological record, for any length of time and sickness
may put a stop to that too. Then we will have to begin again where we were six years ago’.55

Given the demands of the workload, long and occasionally unsocial hours, limited leave
and frequent sickness due to overwork, it comes as no surprise that advertisements for staff
stipulated youth and health as essential requirements for candidates. Even the recommen-
dation for the ideal director had been a ‘young gentleman of undoubted physical energy’ in
order to manage day and night observations and recalibrate instruments, a job which could

51 In 1927, plans for a new meteorological service proposed annual salaries of (in Straits’ dollars) $1,440 per
annum for senior subordinate staff, $540 per annum (average) for ordinary subordinates and $1,000 per annum
for a clerk. The National Archives, UK (hereafter TNA), CO273/541, ff. 21–2. Memorandum to proposals for a new
meteorological service for Malaya, 14 October 1927. Between 1895 and 1906 Malaya and Hong Kong shared the
same currency (British trade dollar/silver standard), but after this the Straits adopted their own dollar worth two
shillings and four pence in sterling.

52 HKPRO, HKGR, SP, correspondence respecting increase in salaries of subordinate officers in the civil service
of the colony, 3 October 1900, pp. 2–3.

53 HKGG, 22 October 1887, vol. XXXIII, Government Notification No. 437.
54 HKR 842 1-1, File 3, correspondence and papers relating to the Hong Kong Observatory, No. 181, 2 February

1891; HKGG, 6 June 1891, Report of the Director of the Observatory, for the year 1890, p. 258.
55 HKPRO, HKRS 842 1-1, File 3, 1891, f. 6, letter from William Doberck to the acting colonial secretary W.M.

Deane, n.d., 1891.
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be ‘tedious, difficult and highly complicated’.56 An advertisement placed in 1889 for a
second assistant also specified that the candidate be ‘strong, active’ and young enough to
carry out the various requirements of the job.57 When new first assistant Benjamin Evans
joined in 1912, he had been subject to a full test of his physical fitness. Recommended
for the position because of his youth, alongside other attributes, Evans was twenty-five
years old when he left Greenwich to go to Hong Kong. At Greenwich, he had worked as com-
puter since the age of fifteen.58 Some of the jobs were physically demanding in other ways
too, such as cranking and dropping the time ball, a task reserved for the second assistant.
Even the desk-bound jobs like telegraphist necessitated an element of stamina. Wan Suit
Ngam, for instance, had started at the observatory as telegraphist in January 1890 on
$240 per annum.59 Wan worked shifts –mornings between eight and two, or afternoons
between two and seven, with a Sunday shift from four until six. If severe weather was
expected, he had to be on hand regardless of day or time for the duration of the storm,
but there were no quarters allocated him on site.60 Such details do not appear to have
put him off, however, as he became one of the longest-serving members of staff.61

Indeed, from the early 1890s, staff generally began to stay for longer, suggesting that
the observatory had entered a new phase after its early teething troubles. John Isaac
Plummer started as chief assistant in May 1891.62 An astronomer, he had previously
worked at the Orwell Park Observatory in England.63 Then, in 1892, Anna Doberck
(Doberck’s sister) arrived as assistant meteorologist, a newly created post.64 Ho, Ngam,
Figg, Anna Doberck and one Mr Elia J.F. Gomes, who had joined in 1890 as second
clerk,65 all continued at the observatory beyond the waning of the old century and into
the new. Figure 2 is a rare example of some of these people at work.

The photograph is undated but must have been taken some time between the comple-
tion of the observatory building in 1883 and the compilation of the photograph collection
in early 1893. It is tempting to think that the Caucasian man in the foreground may have
been Figg and that the slightly more senior of the two Chinese men standing on the
immediate right of the telescope may have been Ho Toshang.

Across the first two decades of the twentieth century, the staff stabilized and the ser-
vice evolved. The roles of clerks and assistants morphed into the more specialist positions
of computers and telegraphists – a trend that escalated over the coming few years with
the introduction of grading within roles, so titles such as first computer or first telegraph-
ist became commonplace.66 Yet, with the exception of head computer Fung Mun Chak, for

56 CUL, RGO 6/154, File 12, Papers 310–33, Report by J.M. Price, n.d., f. 328v; CUL, RGO 6/154, File 11, Papers
293–311, Report on the Proposal to Establish an Observatory at Hong Kong by Major H.S. Palmer 1881 f. 299.

57 HKGG, 21 December 1889, Government Notification No. 524, p. 984.
58 CUL, RGO 7/160, appointments to observatories, Q5, 25 January 1912; CUL, RGO 5/7/A5, resignation of B.D.

Evans. Recommendation Report for H. Acton by The Astronomer Royal, 12 June 1912.
59 HKPRO, BB, Civil Establishments of Hong Kong for the year 1897, p. 50.
60 HKPRO, HKRS356 1-1-2, f. 192b, 27 September 1890.
61 Wan Suit Ngam retired in 1923 after thirty-three years’ service and one promotion, from fourth-grade to

third-grade telephonist. HKPRO, Administrative Reports (hereafter AR) 1913, Report of the Royal Observatory
for 1913, p. 10; AR Royal Observatory 1923, Appendix F, F17.

62 HKGG, 2 May 1891, Government Notification No. 207. As an aside, on 29 December 1891, Plummer was late
to work, citing the arrest of his houseboy and cook on account of attempted murder as the reason for his absence.
HKRS842 1/1, File 3, f. 44r, letter from Plummer to Doberck, 29 December 1891. The author has not found any
further reference to this incident.

63 Paul Whiting, ‘The work of John Isaac Plummer at Orwell Park Observatory in the years 1874 to 1890’,
Antiquarian Astronomer (2006) 3, pp. 95–100.

64 HKGG, 18 June 1892, Government Notification No. 279, p. 599.
65 HKGG, 8 November 1890, p. 1126, Government Notification No. 464.
66 HKPRO, HKRS 842 1-3, 3 July 1902.
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many years salaries remained commensurate with the earlier generalist job titles, result-
ing in a decline in real wages compared to inflation.

Race and the workplace

Local assistants working for the British colonial service also had another raft of problems
to contend with. In 1886, the Colonial Office attempted to address rapid turnover by
insisting that all new hires go through a one-month trial period before commencing pro-
bation.67 Responding, Doberck wrote, ‘Considerable difficulty has been and will in future
be experienced … owing to the resignation of native assistants’. He explained that the
young men used the observatory as a post-school training ground, before moving on to
a department where they had better prospects for advancement. While there was most
likely some truth in this (certainly there were few avenues for promotion in the small
observatory team), his solution – to employ only staff educated in England and trained
at Greenwich –would likely have produced identical results.68 The lynchpin of
Doberck’s statement, however, was that one scientifically trained Englishman could
undertake the role of two ‘young native clerks’.69 More than once during the period of
his incumbency Doberck had remarked that ‘the natives are useless for such work’,70

and that local candidates for job roles were generally poor with terrible maths.71 Even

Figure 2. The Hong Kong Observatory, extracted from John Clark Ridpath, Royal Photograph Gallery, Philadelphia, St
Louis: Historical Publishing Co., 1893, p. 112.

67 HKPRO, HKRS356 1-1-2, government order, CSO, 14 December 1886, f. 30.
68 Director’s Annual Report for 1886, 31 August 1887, p. 2.
69 Director’s Report, op. cit. (68).
70 HKGG, 6 June 1891, Report of the Director of the Observatory, for the year 1890, p. 258.
71 HKRS842/3, General Correspondence 1898–1902, letter from the Colonial Secretary, 22 July 1898, letter from

Doberck, 20 June 1898.
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when Doberck promoted local staff, the underlying reason was often necessity. For
example, Ho Toshang’s promotion and the hiring of a local electrical engineer both
occurred when the observatory had been short-staffed. He also appeared to resent having
to work in close quarters with locals. In 1893, for instance, he noted how in other colonial
departments ‘foreign officials have each a separate office apart’.72 The observatory lacked
space for this – aside from Doberck’s private apartments and the lab, there was only one
office. At that time, there were seven employees who worked day and night side by side in
this thirteen-by-twenty-foot space, which became quite unbearable during the long, hot
and humid Hong Kong summers.73 Disappointingly for Doberck, it appeared almost impos-
sible to recruit from England for junior positions: the one and only overseas hire in this
period was short-lived. This was James Henry Grimes, who replaced Lau-Shau as first clerk
in 1888.74 Grimes stayed for two years, roughly the same length of time as his predecessor.
Very little is known about Grimes or his sojourn at the observatory, but it is certain that
his appointment had led to hopes in some circles that ‘Dr Doberck should now be able to
give us a weather report less than six months old.’75 After Grimes, however, there were no
new British appointments below the level of assistant. A young, local man named Lam
Tsun Kwai replaced Grimes. Lam had actually been a candidate for the job two years pre-
vious but had been passed over in favour of Grimes.76

The crux of the matter was not simply Doberck’s racism, but what Suman Seth has
called the ‘racialised practices of colonial administration in the last half of the nineteenth
century’: as Gyan Prakash has pointed out, in British eyes, the native was ‘always less than
adequate, always lacking some key attribute’ and somehow less rational.77 As they rightly
note, this attitude pervaded all the colonial service’s meteorological establishments, not
just Hong Kong. In Singapore, for example, complaints about the observing staff were fre-
quently heard across the period. On the observations made at the short-lived Singapore
Observatory between 1841 and 1845, for instance, contemporary commentators William
Jacob, astronomer at Madras Observatory, was quoted as remarking,

We are just now printing the Singapore observations, the whole series of 5 years;
they are not first rate, I think, much seems to have been left to the Sapper assistants,
who doubtless loved a drop when they could get it and neglected or fudged their
work, as we used to say at Addiscombe.78

By the 1920s, similar attitudes are still seen. On proposing plans for a new meteorological
department for Malaya in 1927, for example, George Maxwell and Herbert Robinson deni-
grated the quality of subordinate staff, suggesting that, for the most part, they were not

72 HKGG, 2 September 1893, Report of the Director of the Observatory, for the year 1892, p. 818.
73 HKGG, op. cit. (72), p. 818; HKGG, 12 May 1894, p. 399, Report of the Director of the Observatory for 1893, 26

April 1894.
74 HKPRO, HKRS356 1-1-2. Doberck to the Colonial Secretary’s Office, 15 June 1888; HKGG, 16 June 1888, p. 611,

Government Notification No. 267.
75 China Mail, 18 June 1888, p. 2.
76 In the intervening two years, Lam had worked as usher at the magistrate’s court: HKPRO, HKRS356 1-1-2,

government order, CSO, 14 December 1886, f. 30; HKGG, 8 November 1890, p. 1126, Government Notification No.
464.

77 Suman Seth, ‘Putting knowledge in its place: science, colonialism, and the postcolonial’, Postcolonial Studies
(2009) 12(4), pp. 373–88, 374; Gyan Prakash, Another Reason: Science and the Imagination of Modern India, Princeton,
NJ: Princeton University Press, 1999, p. 48; Prakash, ‘The impossibility of subaltern history’, Nepantla: Views from
the South (2000) 1(2), pp. 287–94, 288.

78 CUL, RGO15.57, f. 208, letter from the Madras astronomer William Jacob to the Cape astronomer Thomas
Maclear, 21 January 1850. The author extends thanks to Prof. Simon Schaffer for this reference.
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‘reliable or conscientious’.79 Indeed, the chief problem for an improved meteorological
service was ‘attracting, and retaining, the right class of Asiatic observer’.80

Back in Hong Kong, one of the most devastating typhoons of this period starkly
revealed ingrained biases toward subordinate staff. Over the first twenty years of its exist-
ence, it had become apparent that tracking typhoons and early warning would be the
most important role the observatory could fulfil. Time and again, however, the observa-
tory was called to account for not providing ample warning of a serious typhoon, a call
which only intensified as knowledge of typhoon systems improved and expectations of
the observatory’s abilities of prediction proceeded in tandem.81 On 18 September 1906,
a major typhoon and storm surge devastated Hong Kong,82 one of the worst natural dis-
asters the nation suffered during the twentieth century.83

Aside from the magnitude of the storm, which passed directly over northern Hong
Kong, it was queried whether the scale of the terrible loss of life might have been pre-
vented by earlier advance warning. By the time the observatory had raised the black
storm signal that morning, fishing vessels and sampans had already left safe harbour.
It was estimated that thousands of these fishermen and sailors lost their lives.84

Bowing to public outcry, the government held a formal inquiry to understand whether
Doberck and his team had failed in their duty to detect and give adequate warning of
the impending storm. An inquiry board was set up, comprising prominent European
men drawn from the colonial service, the local shipping industry and the regional tele-
graph company.85 In the course of their deliberations, which mainly centred on when
and what meteorological readings were made and received at the observatory, it was
asked whether any European – that is to say, a senior staff member, authorized to send
out a warning – had been at work between 10 p.m. and 7 a.m., the hours in which the
typhoon had manifested near Hong Kong’s shores. Figg responded that no Europeans
worked at night, unless the weather was very severe (which it had not been before
ten), and that the regular overnight observers were Chinese computers.86 One might
have imagined that the computers would have been interviewed as to their observations
that night but they were not. Instead one Captain Unsworth, superintendent of the wharf-
based Godown Company, was examined next. The committee were attempting to

79 Maxwell was recently retired from the position of chief secretary to the government of the Federated Malay
States (FMS). Robinson was also recently retired as director of museums (FMS), under which the meteorological
department had been officially housed. Robinson himself was a keen amateur meteorologist and hearty sup-
porter of improving the service for Malaya.

80 TNA, CO273/541, ff. 4–5, Sir George Maxwell and Herbert C. Robinson, A Meteorological Department for
Malaya, 14 August 1927.

81 For more on this in the Hong Kong context see F. Williamson, ‘Uncertain skies: “forecasting” typhoons in
Hong Kong c.1874–1906’, Quaderni Storici (2017) 52(3), pp. 777–802.

82 Anon., The Calamitous Typhoon at Hong Kong, 18 September 1906, Hong Kong, 1906, at http://ebook.lib.hku.hk/
HKG/B36228084.pdf.

83 The most severe typhoons were in 1906, 1923, 1937, Super Typhoon Wanda (1962), Typhoon Ruby (1964),
Typhoon Rose (1971), Typhoon Ellen (1983) and Super Typhoon Hope (1979). Of these, four had particularly
severe storm surges – 1906, 1937, 1962 and 1979. See Michael J. Jones, A History of Hong Kong Typhoons: From
1874, Hong Kong: PPP Company Limited, 2017; H.Y. Mok, Wing Hong Lui, Dick Shum Lau and Wang Chun Woo,
‘Reconstruction of track and simulation of storm surge associated with the calamitous typhoon affected the
Pearl River Estuary in September 1874’, Climate of the Past (2020) 16(1), pp. 51–4, 2.

84 Ho Pui-Yin, Weathering the Storm: Hong Kong Observatory and Social Development, Hong Kong: Hong Kong
University Press, 2004, pp. 74, 76

85 Sir Henry S. Berkeley, Kt, KC; Lieut. H. Butterworth, R.N.; A.B. Scottowe, Esq., Superintendent, Eastern
Extension Telegraph Co.; Captain A. Sommerville, Master, SS. Tean. HKGG, supplement, 22 March 1907, Report
of the Committee appointed to enquire whether earlier warning of the typhoon of 18 September 1906, could
have been given to shipping.

86 Berkeley, op. cit. (85), pp. 56–7.
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determine how early the typhoon could have been predicted in advance, and traditional
methods of prognostication such as the colour of the sky, cloud formations and winds
were important to their line of inquiry. Unsworth’s confirmation that the weather had
been strange that morning prompted the interviewer – Sir Henry Berkeley – to ask if any-
one else had been around to witness the same phenomena, to which Unsworth responded,
‘No European but myself was about’.87

In both examples, the ‘native’ voice was excluded. While the director, on account of his
seniority in the organization, would ultimately have been held accountable for serious
errors, the language that distinguished between European and non-European betrays deep-
er biases at work, appearing to suggest that the Chinese computers, or indeed Chinese
workers on the wharf that morning, were not considered credible witnesses. This despite
the fact that all the men in question would have had their own experiential knowledge
of typhoons and, in the case of the observatory staff, scientific knowledge of the events.
The incident is a clear confirmation of Prakash’s observation that natives were not consid-
ered knowing subjects when it came to scientific knowledge, and of the supposed – if not
entirely accurate – interposition of Western (scientific) superiority over local practitioners.88

Eventually, the observatory – specifically Doberck –was exonerated. The inquiry found
that the storm had been unusual, advancing on the settlement with a stealth and rapidity
that could not have been predicted. Indeed, a subsequent scientific study noted that the
1906 event was only around 100 miles in size and thus would not have registered high
winds on the colony’s shores until it was already almost on top of them, a view confirmed
by modern scientific investigation.89 It is perhaps with some irony, then, that a ‘native’
assistant was to prove instrumental in helping resolve some of the early problems with
the storm-warning system. Fung Mun Chak had joined the observatory in 1901. He was
to play a significant role in many aspects of observatory business, not least the creation
of a workable regional storm-warning system. The issue had already proved contentious
for at least ten years prior to Fung’s arrival, largely because the HKO and their counter-
parts in Shanghai, Manila and Tokyo could not settle on one course of action. The issue
centred on three main points: observational uniformity, ensuring effective and fast tele-
graphic communications in the event of an oncoming storm, and ensuring a regionally
understandable system of storm signalling.90 A uniform system across the region, with
no margin for error in the local interpretation of telegraphed code or signal shapes
and colours, was vital for the safety of shipping as well as for inhabitants. In 1917,
Fung had modified the translation of the code in Chinese characters and in so doing elimi-
nated prior inaccuracies. His work was critical to the evolving system.91

Knowledge of local languages was also necessary for effective day-to-day operations.
The Chinese staff thus performed an essential role as intermediaries and translators with-
out which Doberck could not have properly done his job. Within the observatory, the
more senior Chinese staff were placed in direct charge of the Chinese subordinate staff.
In a country with a majority Chinese population and with close connections with the
CCMS, observatory clerks had to be able to communicate not only with employees

87 Berkeley, op. cit. (85), p. 63.
88 Gyan Prakash, ‘Science “gone native” in colonial India’, Representations (1992) 40, pp. 153–78, 172. Kapil Raj,

op. cit. (10), pp. 8–9, however, has discussed the importance of local contexts in the production of scientific
knowledge, even if this has been obscured in the past by dominant narratives.

89 Lawrence Gibbs, ‘The Hongkong typhoon, September 18, 1906’, Quarterly Journal of the Royal Meteorological
Society (1908) 34(148), pp. 293–9, 293.

90 The voluminous correspondence can be viewed at HKPRO, HKRS356 1-2-1 1903–7; 1-3 1902–12; 1-2-2 1906–
16.

91 HKPRO, HKRS356 1-2-2, unfol., letter from director of the Royal Observatory Hong Kong to the Hon.
Secretary for Chinese Affairs (SCA), 22 June 1917.
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internally but with staff at different local and regional organizations and institutions. The
regional telegraph service is a good example. Operating across Hong Kong and China,
Chinese was as important a lingua franca as was English. Written storm warnings and
messages from the observatory also had to be quickly translated into Chinese before
being placed on noticeboards around the harbour for the local fishermen. Local contexts
and local experience, then, were critical to the execution of meteorological science. Local
should, in this instance, not be equated with ‘indigenous’, however, but remains firmly
within the colonial setting.92

A scientific woman

The situation for Anna Doberck, assistant meteorologist and the first woman to be
employed at the observatory in any role, was considerably different from that of the
other staff, neither local nor a European man.93 Her experiences share some similarities,
however, with those of other women of the same time period, who had to battle the
ingrained biases against women in the scientific workplace. This was a period when
women were being hired in observatories as assistants, as computers and in other roles
across Europe, Britain and America. One of the better-known examples was Harvard
College Observatory’s female computing team, but two women were employed as weather
observers at Urga, Mongolia, under the auspices of the Russian Observatory at Peking.94

Anna’s hiring experience would have been familiar to her many contemporaries, whereby
a strong male supporter and, ideally, a well-connected referee were paramount.95

Anna held (or had sat) a degree from the University of Copenhagen,96 and had previ-
ously worked as meteorologist at Mackree Observatory in Ireland while her brother was
director.97 She had ample credentials for the Hong Kong role, including an understanding
of ‘theoretical physics and the knack of the calculus required for the study of Ferrel’s and
Mohn’s advanced treatises’.98 Senior appointments were made by the Astronomer Royal at
the observatory at Greenwich, at this time William Christie. Christie was broadly support-
ive; indeed, the 1890s saw him hiring five women at Greenwich, including Cambridge

92 David W. Chambers and Richard Gillespie, ‘Locality in the history of science: colonial science, technoscience,
and indigenous knowledge’, Osiris (2000) 15, pp. 221–40, 221–2. For this sense of the local see Vincanne Adams
and Stacey Leigh Pigg (eds.), Sex in Development: Science, Sexuality, and Morality in Global Perspective, Durham, NC:
Duke University Press, 2005, p. 11.

93 Doberck was no stranger to working with women. Anna had, of course, worked with him at Mackree, but so
too had his housekeeper, both involved in meteorology and astronomy. After he retired, his wife worked with
him at a miniature observatory named ‘Kowloon’ that he had installed at his home in Sutton, England:
MacKeown, op. cit. (23), p. 227; MacKeown, op. cit. (26), p. 58.

94 Dava Sobel, The Glass Universe: How the Ladies of the Harvard Observatory Took the Measure of the Stars, London:
Penguin, 2016; Hermann Fritsche, ‘Climate of eastern Asia’, Journal of the North-China Branch of the Royal Asiatic
Society (1878) 12, pp. 125–335, 188.

95 For instance, Willamina Fleming was offered a role at Harvard College Observatory by her domestic
employer Edward Charles Pickering, director of that establishment. For more see Sobel, op. cit. (94). Elizabeth
Buckley worked at Kew Observatory with her father Robert, photographing and analysing sunspots.
Macdonald, Kew Observatory, op. cit. (8).

96 MacKeown, op. cit. (23), pp. 130–2. MacKeown notes that there was some controversy over whether she held
a degree or not, suggesting that, as a woman educated in the late nineteenth century, she had probably sat for
the degree but could not receive the award. This experience could mirror that of other female scientists like
Annie Maunder.

97 Michelle McKeown, Aaron P. Potito and Kieran B. Hickey, ‘The long-term temperature record from Mackree
Observatory, County Sligo, from 1842–2011’, Irish Geography, October 2013, pp. 1–26, 5–6.

98 CUL, RGO 7/161 Q5, 1, correspondence of Hong Kong Observatory, 1891–9, letter from William Doberck to
William Christie, 23 December 1891. William Ferrel and H. Mohn were renowned for their research on cyclonic
winds during the nineteenth century.
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University-educated Annie Maunder, née Russell.99 The Colonial Office, however was not
so keen.

Her brother approached Christie for help, asking him to use ‘his influence’ to get his
sister appointed.100 He also wrote letters to the Colonial Secretary appealing on the
basis of Anna’s academic abilities, skills and experience, significantly making a key selling
point the claim that she would be at his ‘beck and call day and night’.101 Presumably he
meant that, as a family member, she would devote herself more entirely to the role under
him than a regular paid employee.102 She was reluctantly hired –with caveats. The first
was that the longevity of her job would be tied to that of her brother’s. When he retired,
she was expected to follow suit. The second was that her probationary period would
extend for three years, considerably longer than that of the local staff. Unlike them, how-
ever, her salary was the higher sum of $1,000 per annum.103 While still relatively poor, it
was similar to the earnings of her colonial service contemporaries, for example Isis
Pogson at the Madras Observatory.104

At the observatory, Anna took on a great deal of the day-to-day meteorological work,
especially concerning typhoons. She coordinated the collation of the many observations
reported by ships then docked in port, tabulating these and compiling the figures into
synoptic charts. This was an important part of monitoring and predicting typhoon tracks
and constructing pilot charts.105 Leonard Starbuck, assistant director in the late 1940s,
referred to her as ‘a sort of early Marine Liaison Officer’.106 Ironically, this was one of
the more physically dangerous jobs at the observatory, requiring stamina and a healthy
constitution. When a typhoon was expected, she would go to the Kowloon wharves,
about half a mile from the observatory, or to the more easterly docks at Hung Hom, to
collect logbooks from the ships recently docked in port. Their data would help the obser-
vatory plot a typhoon’s possible course. Previously, the job of collecting the books would
have fallen to the Harbour Master’s Office, but after Anna began, she did this work herself
with aid of a boat coolie, a rented yacht and a rowing boat.107 As Anna noted in 1902, she
had ‘without grudging risked my life over and over again for the sake of gathering infor-
mation for the construction of typhoon paths’.108 Her work collating this data earned her
the nickname ‘Typhoon Annie’. With Figg and Ho, Anna also helped produce the daily
weather forecast and compile the monthly and annual observations from the daily

99 Royal Observatory Greenwich: Graham Dolan, ‘Christie’s “lady computers”: the astrographic pioneers of
Greenwich’ (2014), at www.royalobservatorygreenwich.org/articles.php?article=1280, accessed 17 April 2020.

100 CUL, RGO 7/161 Q5, 1, correspondence of Hong Kong Observatory, 1891–9, letter from William Doberck to
William Christie, 23 December 1891.

101 MacKeown, op. cit. (23), pp. 130–2.
102 She only lived on site for the first few years of her employment, as the Colonial Office later refused her

request for rooms there. HKRS 842/3, letter from Colonial Secretary Stewart Lockhart to the director, HKO, 5
February 1898. The Ladies Directory for Hong Kong records her address as the observatory in the 1890s but
by 1906 she has moved to East Road, Kowloon. The 1899 directory has been transcribed and added to the
Gwulo.com website at https://gwulo.com/ladies-directory-1899. For 1906 see Directory and Chronicle for China,
Japan, Corea, Indo-China, Straits Settlements, Malaya States, Siam, Netherlands India, Borneo, The Philippines, &c., Hong
Kong Daily Press Office, 1906, p. 971.

103 HKPRO, HKRS8421/1, General Correspondence 1891–4, letter from the Colonial Secretary to William
Doberck, 31 March 1892.

104 CUL, RGO6.152, f. 192. Pogson earnt a wage ‘equal to a coachman or cook’ of 150 rupees a month.
105 HKGG, 18 March 1904, Report of the Acting Director of the Observatory for 1903, 26 January 1904, p. 409.
106 L. Starbuck, A Brief General History of the Royal Observatory, Hong Kong: Government Printer, 1951, p. 18.
107 HKPRO, HKRS842 1-3, General Correspondence, 1898–1902, letter from Anna Doberck to the Colonial

Secretary, 1 July 1902.
108 HKRS842, op. cit. (107).
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observational means to publish in the government gazette.109 Like Isis Pogson and her
father, Anna took on the meteorological services so that her brother could focus on his
astronomical interests.110

Despite a lack of support from the colonial service, she was well regarded at the obser-
vatory itself. In line with the common practice of moving up the hierarchy to replace
superiors when on extended leave, she worked directly under Plummer and Figg during
Doberck’s leaves of absence. In 1892, for instance, she was appointed responsible for the
building, grounds and all correspondence during his sabbatical, and was created acting
first assistant during 1894 (when Ho replaced her as acting meteorological assistant),
1902, 1903 and 1904.111 Moving up the ranks in Doberck’s absence was not a given, how-
ever, as it was in Figg’s case. In 1902, for example, we see Anna writing a strongly worded
petition to a recalcitrant Colonial Secretary making her case for this temporary promo-
tion on grounds of her performance.112 However, the fact that she remained at the obser-
vatory for seven years after her brother retired in 1907 – despite the original stipulation
by the Colonial Secretary that she leave with him113 – strongly suggests that despite her
issues with promotion, she had proved her worth as a vital member of staff.114 She was
even pensioned in 1914, despite official correspondence in the 1890s that intimated she
ought not to qualify for such. The last entry for her pension was in 1934, at the age of
seventy-four for $810 (£710 19s 6d).115

At the end of her career, Anna had not achieved the heights of some of her better-
known contemporary female scientists, say Annie Maunder at Greenwich and her work
on sunspots; Margaret Huggins at the forefront of astrophotography at Tulse Hill
Observatory, London; or Isis Pogson at Madras, the first woman to be elected to the
Royal Astronomical Society. However, Anna’s long career, especially after her brother’s
close support ended, reveals a determined and ambitious woman. At each stage of her car-
eer, from hire, to temporary promotions, to pension, she was told ‘no’. Yet she persevered.
Despite this, the observatory employed no more women until 1932,116 and no more female
scientific officers until 1975.117

Conclusions: colonial meteorology in Hong Kong

Seen through tantalizing glimpses only, the working conditions, relationships and contri-
butions of the observatory staff are hard to re-create. Little remains of their lives beyond
official reports detailing formal or exceptional occurrences, such as job applications or
complaints over pay or conditions. From these we can infer long hours, poor pay and

109 HKRS842, op. cit. (107).
110 Isis Pogson became meteorological reporter to the Madras government in 1881. Oxford Dictionary of National

Biography, Pogson, Norman Robert (1829–91) (23 September 2004), at https://doi.org/10.1093/ref:odnb/22438.
111 HKPRO, HKRS842 1-1, 1891–4, William Doberck’s proposal for cover during his absence, Letter 93, 1

November 1892; Letter 127, 1894; HKPRO, HKRS842 1-3, General Correspondence, 1898–1902, letter from Anna
Doberck to the Colonial Secretary, 1 July 1902; MacKeown, op. cit. (23), p. 208.

112 HKPRO, HKRS842 1-3, General Correspondence, 1898–1902, letter from Anna Doberck to the Colonial
Secretary, 1 July 1902.

113 MacKeown, op. cit. (23), p. 131.
114 HKGG, 13 September 1907, Government Notification No. 606, p. 1158; BB 1934, p. 4, Pensions Payable out of

the Revenue of the Colony, 1934.
115 HKPRO, BB, Civil Establishments of Hong Kong for the year 1934, p. 4.
116 Elizabeth Johnson was hired as office assistant and translator in 1932. Two years later, Mary Lockhart

Smith joined her in a similar role. HKPRO, BB, Civil Establishments of Hong Kong for the year 1932, p. 121;
1934, p. 66.

117 Elaine Koo joined Hong Kong Observatory as a scientific officer in 1975. She became assistant director in
1993. See www.hko.gov.hk/wxinfo/news/2003/pre0521e.htm.
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unjust treatment based on race and gender. More than this, we can even see how these
people, despite performing vital roles, were considered little more than tools in the pro-
duction of scientific knowledge. As the case of the 1906 typhoon aptly demonstrates, the
voices of local staff were silent. Although separated by time and space, the scientific assis-
tants of Steven Shapin’s seventeenth-century lab had much in common with the men and
women of the observatory.118

Arguably, though, while this article has put forward a somewhat negative picture of
what it was like to work at the Hong Kong Observatory at the turn of the nineteenth cen-
tury, it should be noted that the records, by default, generally only record problems (such
as pay disputes or queries over leave) rather than revealing points of consensus or even
pleasure. While this should not belittle the vast inequalities or the limited working oppor-
tunities within the colonial service, the mere fact that employees, including Fung Mun
Chak, Ho Toshang, Wan Suit Ngam, or Anna Doberck, remained for many years, in
some cases until retirement, suggests an alternative picture, one perhaps where friend-
ships were formed and people took pleasure in their work. They also had some opportun-
ity to negotiate their roles by writing formal complaints, or by petitioning, just as Anna
had done in 1902, or simply by leaving. The role that people like Ho Toshang, Anna
Doberck, Fung Mun Chak, Mahomed Alarakia and the many others like them had in pro-
ducing scientific knowledge is unquantifiable. But from what we can see, research outputs
and development of the local storm-warning system and the signal system for predicting
typhoons relied as much on their tireless efforts as on those of the director at that time, if
not more so. Understanding more about the staff at the observatory thus sheds light the
processes and exchanges involved in the production of meteorological expertise region-
ally, as well as on the everyday cultural and social contexts of colonial meteorology.

118 Shapin, op. cit. (14), p. 561.
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