
 

Past, Present and Future of the History of Meteorology 

September 15, 2021, 8:50-16:30 UTC Online (Zoom) 

Format: 15-minute presentation followed by 15-minutes of discussion 

Zoom Link: https://zoom.us/j/94038211312  

Passcode: 374933 

Times in UTC (BST-1) 

Early Session  

8:50 – 9:00  Robert Naylor & Alex Hall: Housekeeping and Announcements 

9:00 – 9:30  Ciaran Doolin: Fertile ground? Recent developments and future directions in 
  atmospheric science history in Aotearoa New Zealand 

9:30 – 10:00  David M. Schultz & Sean Potter: Monthly Weather Review at 150: A Brief History and
   the Journal’s Impact 

10:00 – 10:30  András Hágen: Astronomical causes of climate change: Milankovic - Bacsák cycle and
  the last ice age – a historical overview 

10:30 – 11:00  Fiona Williamson: Beyond Tropicality: heat and colonial weather science in the 
  Straits Settlements c. 1820-1900 

11:00 – 11:30  Andrew Campbell: Whither Weather? Current Historiographical Trends in Early 
  Modern Meteorological Studies 

11:30 – 12:00  Open Discussion (Ruth Morgan in chair): Decolonizing the History of Meteorology  

Late Session 

12:50 – 13:00  Robert Naylor & Alex Hall: Housekeeping and Announcements 

13:00 – 13:30  Brant Vogel: The Problem with “Meteorology” 

13:30 – 14:00  Roger Turner: Evidence for the Breadth of Women’s Participation in the Weather
  Enterprise in the United States 1900-1970 

14:00 – 14:30  Terrence R. Nathan: Three Discoveries and the Truth: Stratospheric Ozone and the
  Opening of a New Frontier 

14:30 – 15:00  Joe Bassi: How US Science moved West: Boulder, Colorado and the development of
  US space sciences in mid-twentieth century America 

15:00 – 15:30  Patricio Aceituno: The beginning of meteorology in Chile by the mid 19th century 

15:30 – 16:00  Jim Fleming: ICHM Origin Stories, Personal Perspectives, and Prospects  

(Please have a beverage to hand for a virtual toast!) 

16:00 – 16:30  Open Discussion (Robert Naylor in chair): Reflections on the history of ICHM and 
  careers in the history of meteorology  

 



Abstracts: 

9:00 – 9:30 Ciaran Doolin: Fertile ground? Recent developments and future directions in 

atmospheric science history in Aotearoa New Zealand 

This paper presents a brief overview of the historiography of atmospheric science in Aotearoa New 

Zealand. Notwithstanding the important role New Zealand has played in Southern Hemisphere 

meteorology, the discipline has so far largely escaped the interest of historians. For many years, the 

only work on the subject was an institutional history of the Meteorological Service of New Zealand, 

which was the retirement project of a former director of the Service. Recently, there has been 

renewed interest in the subject, with a series of papers appearing mostly focused on the inter-war 

years, exploring topics such as the development of a trans-Tasman aviation weather forecasting 

infrastructure, the role of meteorology in the regional geopolitics of the burgeoning trans-Pacific 

aviation industry, and the professionalisation of meteorology. Some potentially profitable avenues 

for future research are discussed. While much work remains to be done to fill the gaps in the 

country’s institutional history, this paper argues that scholars should also re-examine the history of 

meteorology in colonial New Zealand as a contested process whereby multiple knowledge systems – 

not just Western science – made claims to expertise. Furthermore, there is a need to deepen our 

understanding of cross-cultural exchanges of atmospheric knowledge between the indigenous Māori 

and New Zealand Europeans. 

9:30 – 10:00 David M. Schultz & Sean Potter: Monthly Weather Review at 150: A Brief History and 

the Journal’s Impact 

In 2022, Monthly Weather Review, the longest-running continuously published meteorological 

journal in the world, will publish its 150th volume.  This presentation will discuss some of the history 

of the journal, from its founding in 1873 as tables of weather data, to publishing observations and 

news articles about weather and climate around the world, to its evolution as a scientific journal 

publishing what we would now recognize as journal articles of scientific research.  In addition to 

publishing articles on weather observations, Monthly Weather Review has also been a location for 

ground-breaking papers on numerical weather prediction, the defining scientific achievement in the 

field of meteorology.  In 1973, the Weather Bureau stopped publishing the journal, and the name 

was transferred to the American Meteorological Society, who continue to publish it to this day.  

Monthly Weather Review continues to evolve as the modern publishing landscape has evolved with 

color figures, open-access articles, open data, and animations.  Looking back, the data published in 

those old issues have been used to build historical records of upper-air data, the U.S. tornado 

database, as well as biologists interested in historical flooding in Colorado.  Important papers 

published in its pages include the synoptic-climatology of the rapidly developing extratropical 

cyclone (known as a “bomb”), important papers in turbulence and heat fluxes, and atmospheric 

teleconnections.   

10:00 – 10:30 András Hágen: Astronomical causes of climate change: Milankovic - Bacsák cycle and 

the last ice age – a historical overview 

György Bacsák, a Hungarian polyhistor, was born 150 years ago and died 50 years ago. He played an 

important role in refining and further developing the Milanković cycle. Milanković's theory describes 

the effect of changes in Earth's movements on the climate. The theory came from its creator, Milutin 



Milanković, a Serbian geophysicist and astronomer. The Serbian scientist was imprisoned in the 

Austro-Hungarian Monarchy during World War I as a citizen of a hostile state. 

He developed his theory in the library of the Hungarian Academy of Sciences. Understanding the 

essence of the theory, György Bacsák enjoyed the theoretical support of Milanković in the form of 

regular correspondence between 1938 and 1955. In total, György Bacsák wrote 56 letters to Milutin 

Milanković, while the Serbian scholar wrote 10 letters, all of which can be found in the Library of the 

Hungarian Academy of Sciences. The language of the letters was German, since both Bacsák and 

Milanković spoke German fluently. Three articles from György Bacsák, from the year 1940, were 

published in the Magazine “Weather” and a part of his book “Earth’s history of the last 600,000 

years” was published in 1944 both of them were based on this letter exchange. 

10:30 – 11:00 Fiona Williamson: Beyond Tropicality: heat and colonial weather science in the 

Straits Settlements c. 1820-1900 

Historical explorations of tropical heat in a colonial context have largely focussed on two 

interconnected spheres: colonial perceptions of place and body or, the implications of heat on 

different bodies in medical thought and practice.  This paper seeks to move the discussion towards a 

history of colonial scientific thought about heat as component of weather and of escalating nature-

induced hazards and studied in the observatory or meteorological department. A central premise is 

to think about heat in its relationship to nascent meso-scale atmospheric knowledge, meteorological 

theory and, as a by-product of urbanisation and land-use change. In so doing, it conceptualises the 

scientific understanding of heat as essentially responsive, embodied within science as result of how 

heat is prioritised in local contexts and in the understanding of human-induced climatic change. The 

paper works thus across the disciplinary boundaries of history of science and environmental history 

to highlight an underexplored aspect of the Straits Settlements’ past. 

11:00 – 11:30 Andrew Campbell: Whither Weather? Current Historiographical Trends in Early 

Modern Meteorological Studies 

Until relatively recently, the only monographic scholarly study of early modern meteorology was S. 

K. Heninger’s A Handbook of Renaissance Meteorology (1960). In many works on the history of 

meteorology or meteorological phenomena, the early modern period tended to be relegated to the 

chapter on the pre-modern age. In the past twenty years, however, scholars such as Craig Martin – 

in his 2011 monograph, Renaissance Meteorology: Pomponazzi to Descartes – have started to 

examine early modern meteorology as a distinct subject, revealing its elemental importance to many 

other fields of study, including the history of medicine, astronomy and astrology. This paper will 

examine these recent historiographical trends, highlighting the ways in which the study of early 

modern meteorology can complement or even enhance our understanding of other subjects. It will 

also look at some of the problems scholars encounter, for example the breadth of the subject, the 

diverse nature of the primary sources and the vernacular language barrier. 

13:00 – 13:30 Brant Vogel: The Problem with “Meteorology” 

Modern Meteorology (as opposed to Classical Meteorology) as an endeavor has had a meteoric rise 

and fall in status since its emergence in the seventeenth century. As we look at the “past, present, 

and future” of the history of meteorology, we should examine what we think the parameters of 

what we are looking at semantically and in real-world application. As instrumentation changed the 



habits of weather prognostication, the very problematic prediction of the future, this mixed science 

rose to some status in the twentieth century, before being reduced again to a practice with less-

than-elite status. In recent literature, and at meetings with active atmospheric scientists, the author 

has noted “meteorology” as a deprecated term in the high sciences, departments with such a label 

producing workers for “national services and broadcast weather prediction.” 

 For this meeting, we should address a number of questions. What does ICHM study: meteorology 

per se, or more broadly drawn, as to encompass atmospheric sciences, “climatology” (also, perhaps, 

deprecated), and even a broader skein entangling environmental history, oceanography, 

astrophysics, as well as outsider prognostic traditions? Institutionally, ICHM is married to 

“Meteorology.” As one of the members of ICHM involved in a bibliographic project, the author 

would like to ask of the membership how we as a collaborative venture would define the boundaries 

of our field. Another question is, how should we be looking at meteorology as currently understood; 

and finally, considering the climate crisis, the role of the prediction of the future. 

13:30 – 14:00 Roger Turner: Evidence for the Breadth of Women’s Participation in the Weather 

Enterprise in the United States 1900-1970 

What might the history of meteorology look like if we took seriously the work performed by 

women?  To encourage conversation around this question, my paper sketches the many ways that 

women have participated in what is now called “the weather enterprise.”  

The paper focuses on the United States from about 1900 until the early 1970s, ending when second 

wave feminism propelled changes in federal law and university policies that began to actively 

increase educational and employment opportunities for women. During this period, there were very 

few women with PhDs related to meteorology,  and often no women in positions of meteorological 

authority.  

But broadening our focus reveals many women who were active participants in making 

meteorological knowledge, even prior to the new opportunities for women during World War II. 

Women worked as researchers, editors, teachers, programmers, computers, volunteer weather 

observers, paid observers, clerical and administrative staff, private-sector forecasters, business 

owners, and broadcasters. Some of these roles were mainly filled by women. In other roles women 

did similar work to men, though often from positions with less job security or opportunity for 

advancement (Oreskes 2000).  Evidence for women’s participation can be found in oral history, news 

reports, photographs, publications and privately-held documents created as part of women’s 

working lives. This evidence suggests that gender-based exclusion and marginalization were the 

most influential forces affecting how women contributed to the Weather Enterprise, rather than a 

lack of meteorological interest or ability among women.  

A history of meteorology that centers labor and practice might help make today’s atmospheric 

science more equitable, diverse, and inclusive. 

14:00 – 14:30 Terrence R. Nathan: Three Discoveries and the Truth: Stratospheric Ozone and the 

Opening of a New Frontier 

In 1840, Christian Schönbein published the results of his recent discovery: when an electric is passed 

current through acidified water, a pungent order is produced, the same odor that had been known 

for centuries to occur during lightning storms. Schönbein called the odor ozone, after the Greek 



word ozein, meaning to smell. In 1879, Alfred Cornu discovered “the terrestrial atmosphere exerts 

on the short-wavelength radiations an absorption so energetic that the greater part of the solar 

ultraviolet spectrum is intercepted in a complete way,” though he was unable to ascribe his finding 

to a particular absorber in the atmosphere. Two years later, Sir Walter Hartley discovered that ozone 

was responsible for the absorption of ultraviolet radiation. The three discoveries made by 

Schönbein, Cornu and Hartley would, in the early twentieth century, culminate in the truth—the 

existence of the stratospheric ozone layer, a new frontier that spurred scientists to explore the 

upper reaches of the atmosphere. In this talk, I will discuss the trajectory that led to the discoveries, 

a trajectory that was propelled by innovative ways to use the emerging scientific tools and 

technologies of the nineteenth century, among them photospectroscopy, a technique that combines 

photography and spectroscopy to illuminate the properties of light and  to expose the composition 

and structure of matter. I will discuss why some of the ozone-related conjectures made by the three 

discoverers proved prescient while others were made despite convincing evidence to the contrary; 

and I will place into context how the three discoveries helped shape climate science today. 

14:30 – 15:00 Joe Bassi: How US Science moved West: Boulder, Colorado and the development of 

US space sciences in mid-twentieth century America 

From being considered a “scientific Siberia” in the 1940s, Boulder, Colorado transitioned into 

“AstroBoulder” by the early 60s. How does a small town in the foothills of the Rocky Mountains, 

then home to only a middling state university, become a world center for atmospheric and space 

sciences in less than two decades? This development of Boulder as a scientific center represented an 

important transition of US science as it "moved west” in the 20th century. The answer to this 

question lies in the complex confluence of individual scientific ambitions relating to sun-earth 

connection research, the pre and early Cold War context of science in the US, and political 

machinations at various levels of government.  This presentations lays out the early phases of this 

transition process, and particularly focuses on the efforts of solar astronomer Walter Orr Roberts, 

Colorado Senator “Big Ed” Johnson, the Boulder chamber of Commerce, and others in bringing sun-

earth science to Boulder in the late 1940s and early 1950s.  This investigation thereby sheds some 

light on the process by which scientific/academic centers (or “peaks”) were created in the US west in 

the 20th century. 

15:00 – 15:30 Patricio Aceituno: The beginning of meteorology in Chile by the mid 19th century 

In this presentation the pioneers in the outset of routine meteorological observations in Chile by the 

mid-19th century are identified, as well as the places where they were executed, the variables that 

were observed and the timing of the measurements. Academic members of the Faculty of Physical 

and Mathematical Sciences of the Universidad de Chile played a key role in this development. 

Particularly relevant were the contributions of the Chilean engineer Paulino del Barrio who in the early 

1850’s promoted the need to establish a network of meteorological stations; the German astronomer 

Carlos Moesta who initiated in 1860 the meteorological observations at the Astronomical Observatory 

in Santiago that have continued at the same place without interruption until today in the place that in 

now the headquarter of the National Meteorological Service (DMC); the Chilean engineer José Ignacio 

Vergara who organized the first meteorological service that started in 1868 under the name of Central 

Meteorological Office. A special recognition deserves the polish naturalist Ignacio Domeyko who in 

1838 was responsible for the first routine meteorological observations at La Serena (29.9°S, 71.2° W) 

and later on in Santiago, in 1847. As a professor at the Universidad de Chile and later as the university 



president, he promoted the establishment of meteorological stations at different locations in the 

country. He also wrote and disseminated a manual with instructions about how to perform the 

meteorological measurements and in 1851 published the first scientific article, about the climate of 

Santiago. 

 

15:30 – 16:00 Jim Fleming: ICHM Origin Stories, Personal Perspectives, and Prospects 

Sitting with Conny Luedecke at the Commission on History of Oceanography meeting at Woods Hole, 

Massachusetts in 2000, we decided that a Commission on History of Meteorology was highly 

desirable. This started the ball rolling toward the International Congress in Mexico City in 2001 

where formal approval of the Commission was granted by the IUHPS. This talk will highlight origin 

stories, personal perspectives, and prospects that bode well for the future of the ICHM. 

 

For any queries, please contact conference organiser Robert Naylor at 

ichm.conference.2021@gmail.com  
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