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Editorial
Before the advent of instrumental records, up to 20 observations a day were carried out at specific sites, 
by the same observer, following defined rules. Despite this plethora of data, many scientists are of the 
opinion that observations made before the instrumental period are “subjective” and less reliable than 
natural proxies. But these data were collected by very experienced scientists and observers. Once cali-
brated and verified in the present, the data are precise and have a spatiotemporal resolution unmatched 
by any other climate proxy data. They are probably the best data source for the reconstruction of climatic 
state parameters in continental areas for the period between 1500 and 1850. In addition, a world-wide 
data base of daily information is being put together for the worlds major oceanic areas from naval log-
books (project CLIWOC). Natural disasters are a major source of societal concern in the context of climatic 
change. However, the record of instrumental measurements is too short to explore natural patterns of 
disasters. This also holds for investigations into societal vulnerability. In this context, documentary evi-
dence is invaluable. This issue of PAGES News mirrors the fact that investigations on documentary data 
are unevenly distributed on the globe. On one hand, this distribution is related to the abundance and 
availability of the data sources, which, in China go back for several thousand and in Europe for several 
hundred years. On the other hand, this kind of research has until recently been somewhat neglected 
in the Americas, where written sources begin with the European settlement. In Australia and in Africa 
records are almost absent. Curiously, hardly any research has been devoted to the Islamic world, de-
spite its long standing tradition of keeping annals. Dealing with documentary data requires a historian’s 
skills. Scientists tend to overlook the pitfalls inherent in this data and are usually not familiar with old 
languages, institutions and hand-writing. On the other hand scientists are needed for  statistical analysis 
and climatological interpretation of the data. Worldwide, many thousand volumes with daily observations 
exist, but have not yet been analyzed for their climatic information. Let’s get to work! 
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