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A Compendium of Chinese Meteorological Records of the Last 3,000 Years

A Compendium of Chinese Meteorological Records

of the Last 3,000 Years

Climatic change, disaster prevention and the evolution of human living environment have already become
scientific issues of global concern. The elucidation of these issues calls for data of past climates and
environments of various periods. Among these data, the documentary records are of special demand because
they have the advantages of specific timing and the clarity of locality when compared to other proxy climate
data such as tree rings, ice cores or sediments. In addition, they contain information of societal impacts which
are beneficial to climate studies.

China possesses a long and continuous history that is rare in the world. Its past dynasties and kingdoms left
behind a huge wealth of historical documents. Since agriculture, which is closely related to climate, has been of
dominant importance to the national economy of China, it is little surprising that many such documents contain
rich records related to climates. Indeed, Chinese historical documents have become one of the most important
sources of human documentary climatic records in the world.

This Compendium represents the important scientific aspect of Chinese historical cultural heritage. It
contains the systematic collection and compilation of Chinese historical records concerning weather, climatic
conditions, atmospheric physical phenomena, and other written records related to meteorological conditions
such as insect damages, plagues, famine and disaster relieves, from 23rd century BC to 1911 AD, a period of
more than 3,000 years. Much effort has been spent on the review and correction of the original records to weed
out mistakes and errors. The carefully edited records are then listed chronologically.

This Compendium is divided into four volumes. Volume I contains meteorological records from the ancient
past to Yuan Dynasty (23rd century BC to 1367). Volume [ is for records of Ming Dynasty (1368 — 1643),
Volume [[[ for Early Qing Dynasty (1644 - 1795), and Volume IV for Later Qing Dynasty (1796 -~ 1911). The
editorial style of each volume varies somewhat due to different written styles and detailedness of the records.

The earliest written meteorological records of China are the oracle bone inscriptions of Yin (also called
Shang period, 13th - 11th century BC, totally 273 years) and are placed first in Volume I. There are totally 338
inscriptions collected for this volume and the ink rubbing and hand copy of each inscription are also included.
The inscriptions are sorted into 12 meteorological categories and form a total of 345 oracle bone metrological

records. These 12 categories are: wind, cloud, rain, snow, hail, frost, thunder, drought, clearness, haze,
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daily weather and multiple day weather. Each record is accompanied by the explanation of the inscribed
characters and their translation in modern Mandarin.

Each volume contains the following records: (1) descriptions of weather, climate and atmospheric physical
phenomena including flood, drought, rain. snow, coldness, warmness, icing, freezing, frost, hail, wind, dust
and haze, storm, thunder and lightning, atmospheric optical phenomena, and the time, location and scene of
the occurrence of these phenomena; (2) the spatial coverage and degree of damage caused by meteorological
disasters and the relief and tax waiver afterwards; and (3) phenological, crop yield, insect damage, plague and
famine records that are related to meteorological conditions. The Gregorian calendar system is used throughout
the Compendium. Because of the very large quantity of records starting from Ming Dynasty, records of the
same year in volumes [[ , [ll and [V are further sorted according to their provincial locality. The modern names
of the localities appeared in each record are also given for the convenience of usage.

For this work we consulted original historical documents stocked in 75 libraries and archives located in 37
cities in China. To facilitate the search and collection, we compiled an ancient document catalog and used it as
a guide for our work. We studied carefully the complete document, searched and excerpted useful materials,
and made photo, hand and microfiche copies of them. At the end we consulted 8, 228 kinds of Chinese
historical documents and adopted 7,835 of them for this work. These documents include 7,713 kinds of annals
of local history, 28 kinds of chronicles (i.e. , the traditional Twenty-Four Histories), and other governmental
documents, personal notes and tablet inscriptions. It is worthy of note here that we have gathered more than
10, 000 volumes of these documents that form an unprecedented centralized collection of Chinese historical
climatic data for future studies of historical climates. Aside from these documents, there are also observational
meteorological records in private diaries and imperial court documents that are not included systematically in
this work because of their different recording styles.

We have made detailed collation and reviews for correction on the historical documents on which this work
is based. For the more than 200,000 records collected initially, we carefully checked their original sources,
corrected errors in writings in the original records. We had made efforts to clarify the records that come from
multiple sources, are of second hand nature, or contain in the same document but of different editions. When
the same event was recorded in different documents, we normally use only the one published the earliest. If an
event was recorded differently in different documents, we would examine each one carefully and choose the one
with best credibility, or we would add a note to explain it. Each record is noted with its original documentary
source. We also corrected the errors in time, place, and descriptions of the records as much as possible.

This Compendium is the result of the research projects “A study of the climatic change in China in the past
1,000 years” (a key research project under the auspices of the State Meteorological Administration, 1985 -
1989) and “Research and compilation of meteorological records in China in the last 3,000 years” (under the

auspices of Ministry of Personnel, China—1991-1993). The materials collected under the support of National
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Natural Science Foundation of China for which the editor-in-chief has been the principal investigator also
contributed to this work. The completion of this work was also assisted by the support of the State
Meteorological Administration. Our working team consists of 19 members who had worked laboriously for more
than a decade. The writing was started in 1985 and the first draft was completed in October 1994. This was
followed by extensive additions and revisions, and the final draft in January 2002.

This Compendium should not be viewed as simply a collection of lifeless data. Because of its wide
coverage, it contains many exquisite and delicate writings of Chinese ancient documents; some of them are
extremely lively and interesting. The Compendium contains historical records of multiple aspects from which
the readers can savor the charm of ancient Chinese literature and historical writings in addition to providing
historical records or climatic evidence. One can also learn how the ancients observed and interpreted
atmospheric phenomena. a meaningful knowledge very useful to the study of ancient history of meteorological
science. This Compendium provides important fundamental data for the studies of weather, climate,
environment, ecology, agriculture, meteorological disasters and impacts of human activities. It will be

indispensable to the study of global changes.
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