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Xujiahui: Contribution to Science
and Society

In his landmark history of
Christianity in China, Abbé
Huc, French missionary and
traveler, mentioned the sad
situation he found in Shanghai in
the early decades of the 19th
century. Because of China's
prolonged religious persecution,
the local community of Catho-
lics, that traced its roots back to
Paul Xu Guangqi, were in a
state of neglect. The once
imposing monument erected
over the burial ground of the
great Christian scholar and
statesman had all but "crumbled

into dust".?

Secular Clergy and Mission-
aries in China

In 1833, Louis De Besi, an
Italian secular priest, was sent to
China to succeed the ailing Pires
Pereira as Bishop of Nanjing
and administrator of Beijing.
Part of his task was to help free
the China mission from the
Portuguese Protectorate. Be-
tween 1838 and 1840, four new
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apostolic vicariates were set up.

Besides Chinese and
European secular priests (the
latter sent by Propaganda Fide),
who carried most of the respon-
sibility for the pastoral work,
there were several orders and
missionary societies present in
China: Franciscans, Domini-
cans, Lazarists and the Paris
Foreign Missions Society.
Between 1836 and 1840, the
Lazarists assigned ten priests to
work in the difficult China
mission.?

Jesuits Invited to Return to
China

Influential Catholics in
Beijing, having learned that the
Society of Jesus had been recon-
stituted (1814), wrote to the
Jesuit Superior General and to
Pope Gregory XVI in 1832 and
1833 asking that the Jesuits
return to their old missions.?
Before leaving Rome for China,
Mgr. De Besi had received
assurances from his personal
friend, Father Roothan, Superi-
or General of the Jesuit Order,
that Jesuit missionaries would
soon be assigned to China.

Due to the complicated
political situation existing in
China at the time, De Besi,
before being ordained bishop in
1841, worked as a simple mis-
sionary in the vicariate apostolic
of Huguang. With his consecra-
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tion, he became vicar apostolic
of Shandong and administrator
of a large area including Jiang-
nan and Shanghai. Convinced
of the importance of reviving
the scientific tradition initiated
by Matteo Ricci, De Besi had
brought along from Europe
several instruments used in
physics and astronomy for a
future observatory.

The first three Jesuit priests
assigned to China, Gotteland,
Esteve and Brueyre, were
French; they arrived in Macao
in 1841. When they arrived in
Shanghai in 1842, they were
given Chinese names reminis-
cent of their great confreres of
the XVII century.*

The Needs of the Church

Eighteen-forty-two marked
the end of the first Opium War
and the signing of the Treaty of
Nanking. That year also marked
the arrival of the first French
and British consuls. In 1843,
Shanghai harbour was opened
for international trade. The
revival of missionary activity in
Shanghai and in other places
had no relation whatsoever to
Western military adventurism In
China at the time. The activities
of the Western powers only
complicated the Church's situa-
tion and brought about results
detrimental to the Gospel.

Pastoral needs were para-
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mount. Writing from Rome to
his missionaries, Fr. Roothan
recommended that the formation
of local clergy be given priority.
Scientific work was to be initiat-
ed as soon as circumstances
permitted.’ Fr. Gotteland, who
shared the General's view,
wrote back at the end of 1846,
"Once we are well established in
Shanghai, I want to build a little
observatory."® Five years after
their arrival in China, the Jesuits
established themselves in the
village of Xujiahui, eight km.
from the centre of Shanghai,
and built their chapel next to the
tomb of Dr. Paul Xu.’

Bishop de Besi asked Fr.
Brueyre to start the seminary
and assigned Fr. Esteve to the
Pudong district. Scientific
endeavors began only about 30
years later.®

Scientific Project Initiated

In 1872, a consultation,
under the chairmanship of the
new vicar apostolic, Bishop
Languillat, was held in Xujia-
hui. This meeting resulted in
the formation of the Scientific
Committee of Jiangnan. The
Committee was divided into four
sections: the first would be
responsible for the meteorologi-
cal museum and for scientific
publications; the second would
develop projects of natural
history and eventually setup a
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The main building of the Observatory built in 1901.

museum under the responsibility
of Fr. Heude; ° the third would
concentrate on the history and
geography of China and the
fourth would prepare scientific
and religious materials in Chi-
nese for publication.'®

Jesuits Set up Xujiahui
Observatory

The responsibility to start a
meteorological observatory,
“worthy of the Company" (of
Jesus) was given to Fr. August
Colombel. When Fr. Dechev-
rens, another French scholar
specifically trained in meteorol-
ogy, arrived in 1972; the con-
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struction was started not in
Nanjing, as originally planned,
but in Xujiahui.'' The decision
to resume the scientific mission
in Shanghai was due to the
experience of the first genera-
tion of scholarly Jesuits who
followed in the footsteps of
Matteo Ricci.'

After the terrible typhoon of
31 July 1875 which devasted so
much of Shanghai, Fr. Dechev-
rens, who had tracked the ty-
phoon's course, was asked by
the International Chamber of
Commerce of Shanghai to set up
and head a special service to
relay information to ships at sea.
Thereafter, the Xujiahui Ob-
servatory developed an impor-
. tant service designated to insure
greater safety in sea travel. A
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seismological as well as an
astronomical section were soon
added to the observatory. The
latter was later moved to a more
convenient location on Sheshan
Hill, some forty km. from the
city.?

From 1882 on, the meteorologi-
cal bulletins of the Xujiahui
Observatory were relayed by
telegraph several times a day to
the port authority. In 1884, the
Observatory developed a time
signaling system making the
exact time available to all ships
in the harbor. In 1898, this time
signaling system was adopted by
the Customs Authority for all
sea stations along the China
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coast. In 1914, with the devel-
opment of the wireless tele-
graph, the time signal and the
meteorological bulletins, issued
by the Xujiahui Observatory
were relayed twice a day to all
the ships at sea and special
typhoon bulletins were issued
four times a day. In 1919, the
international bureau responsible
for determining more precisely
the geographical coordinates on
the globe, chose the Xujiahui
Observatory as one of three
main reference points. The
others were Algiers in North
Africa and San Francisco in
America.'
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The 12 storey Weather Bureau building was constructed on the old
location of the elementary school. The tall building on the right is the

Jianguo Hotel.
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Fr. Ernest Gherzi, Observa-
tory Director, 1930-1949

While visiting the Xujiahui
Observatory in 1922, Mr.
Brunhes, noted scholar and
scientist, was impressed by a
young Italian missionary, Fr.
Ernest Gherzi, S.J.,who had just
joined the Observatory's scien-
tific team. He.described him as
having the ' temperament of a
true scholar" with "eyes spread-
ing confidence and serenity. "

Fr. Gherzi (1886-1973) was
professor of physics at Aurora
University and directed the
Xujiahui Observatory from 1930
to 1949. He became famous in
the Far East for his competence
in tracking the course of ty-
phoons thus providing protection
against their devastating effects.
In May 1949, while he was
attending a meteorological
congress in Manila, Shanghai
came under Communist control.
Unable to return to Xujiahui,
Fr. Gherzi worked for five years
at the Macao Observatory, then
went to the Montreal Observato-
ry operated by the Jesuits,
where he worked until the end
of his long career. Throughout
his life he made significant
contributions to many scientific
international commissions and
finally was named a member of
the Pontifical Academy of
Sciences.

In an interview given in
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1966, Fr. Gherzi mentioned that
during his 35 years of service in
the Far East, he had tracked
some 1,000 typhoons and tropi-
cal storms. In the same inter-
view he mentioned that the
Xujiahui Observatory cooperat-
ed closely with the meteorologi-
cal organs of the Chinese
government, which contributed
to the cost of the instruments
and to the general expenses.
From 1935 on, shipping compa-
nies agreed to pay half of these
costs. The Jesuits offered their
services free. When asked in
1966 about the Xujiahui Mete-
orological Observatory, Fr.
Gherzi said he heard that the
instruments had been moved
away and the building taken
over for a telecommunication
centre for the
People's Republic of China.'®
At the time, the forces of the
Cultural Revolution were gather-
ing momentum. Fr. Gherzi did
not live long enough to experi-
ence the beginning of a period

of greater cooperation between

the New China and the outside
world, many aspects of which
concerned the scientific and
cultural fields. Like the Jesuits
who laboured in China before
him Fr. Gherzi believed that
only the integration of culture
and science can provide China
with the base to build a "spirit-
ual civilization" which is both
modern and comprehensive.

Air Force of the :
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Endnotes

1. Huc, M. I'Abbé, Christianity in China, Tartary and Thibet, 11, London
1857, p. 311. (The original French edition Le Christianisme en Chine, en
Tariarie et au Thibet was published that same year in Paris).

2. Latourette, K.S., A History of Christian Missions in China, London 1929
(repr. Taipei, 1973), p. 232.

3. cf. de La Serviére, op. cit., p. 33 ff. The full text of the letters is given at
the end of the volume, p. 359 ff.

4. Fr. Gotteland, the superior, received the name NAN, that was the name of
Fr. Verbiest (Nan Huairen); Fr. Esteve the name Al, the same as Fr.
Aleni (Ai Rulue) and Fr. Brueyre the name LI, as Fr. Ricei (Li Matou):
cf. de La Serviere, op. cit., p. 53.

5. "These means are, it's true, not primary, but I feel the necessity not to
neglect them": de La Serviere, op. cit., p. 52.

6. ibid. p. 59.

7. cf. de La Serviere, J., Histoire de la Mission du Kiangnan, 1 (1840-1856),

(Zi-ka-wei, n.d.), p. 113.

op. cit., II (1856-1878), p. 192 ff.

Fr. Pierre Heude, S.J., (1836-1902), had engaged in scientific exploration
since his arrival in Shangahi in 1868. His collections became the "Heude
Museum" which was later annexed to Aurora University in Shanghai.
cf., Piel, O., "Le 70me Anniversaire du Musée Heude", in Bulletin de
I'Université Aurore, 1938-39, p. 8-46.

10. Fr. Aloys Pfister was responsible for the history section. He compiled the
classic volumes: Notices Biographiques et Bibliographiques sur les Je-
suites de l'ancienne mission de Chine 1552-1773, (Shanghai, 1932). The
well known collection of "Varietées Sinologiques” was also part of this
section.

11. de La Servicre, op. cit., p. 194 f. - Father Dechevrens kept the record of
his observations from 1872 without interruption, and published over 20
scientific papers.

12. "The memory of the very great services rendered to the cause of the
Gospel in the Celestial Empire through the ancient Beijing observatory,
the hope of inspiring respect and confidence of the Chinese scholars
through science and to win them to Jesus Christ, the desire to render our
ministry more acceptable to the many Europeans, mostly Protestants, who
come in growing numbers to Shanghai, the need not to let the unbelievers
have the monopoly of natural sciences, which are often daringly misused
to cheat ignorant people, such were the thoughts. . ." ibid. p. 196.

13. J. Brunhes, "Les travaux des Jesuits a 1'Observatoire de Zi-Ka-Wei", (in
Review d'Histoire des Missions, 1 (1924), pp. 26-38). This scientist, who
was familiar with the Xujiahui Observatory, recalls that in 1924 the Jes-
uits were running some forty astronomical and meterological observato-
ries around the world.

14. Brunhes, J., loc. cit., p. 30 {ff. - Mr. Brunhes, quoting from the 1923
records of the General Chamber of Commerce of Hong Kong, mentions a
request made to the colonial government to have the forecasts of the
Xujiahui Observatory made public and expanded for the safety of the
Hong Kong harbour and for the general benefit. That followed the disas-
trous typhoon of 3 August, 1922 which claimed some 60,000 victims in
the Swatow area, along the Guangdong coast. ibid., p. 36.

15. ibid., p. 33, f.

16. In: Missioni, Milan, 1965, April, p. 51. ff
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